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This dissertation uses feminist neo-materialist and evolutionary theory to examine non-
maternal relations among childless female characters in nineteenth-century British novels. In 
both the nineteenth century and the present day there is a tendency to use the authority of 
evolutionary biology to define women as essentially reproductive beings; their entire physical 
and intellectual organization is seen as geared toward childbearing and childrearing. Reading 
childless female characters with this tradition in mind, as well as the more open-minded counter-
narrative of feminist engagements with evolution, opens up new questions about their meaning: 
Are they truly biological failures, or not? What avenues of physical and intellectual exertion 
might be particularly open to a childless woman? If her body is not invested in reproduction, 
what other actions, exactly might it be free to perform? Her very existence comes to signal a 
breakdown of conservative evolutionary assumptions that conflate woman and mother; her 
consistent inclusion in the Victorian novel in a variety of roles and situations, not all of them 
tragic, indicates that many of the writers of the time were invested in testing those assumptions 
and considering the full range of instincts that might be at play in a non-reproductive narrative. 
My first chapter establishes the project's theoretical stance in opposition to popular 
essentialist evolutionary theory that often reduces female characters to maternal impulses, in 
favor of a more pluralistic biological narrative. The following two chapters examine individual 
Victorian childless female characters, specifically Jane Eyre’s Bertha Mason and Estella of 
Great Expectations, as examples of this evolutionary openness. While the aforementioned 
essentialist theory would see these characters as failures for not reproducing, their narratives and 
my more generous theoretical lens, encourage viewing them as complex, influential examples of 
a less deterministic Darwinism. The final two chapters use sororal relations as examples of non-
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maternal evolutionary strategies and find within them evidence of broader evolutionary roles for 
women. In the examples I explore from Pride and Prejudice and Tess of the D’Urbervilles, 
among others, a female character’s primary relationship may not be to her romantic partner and 
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Chapter 1: A Womb of One’s Own: Childless Women in Evolutionary Theory and History 
Every one knows how strong the maternal instinct is, leading even timid birds to face great 
danger, though with hesitation, and in opposition to the instinct of self-preservation.  
Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man, 131 
 
Give me children, or else I die.  
Genesis 30:1 
 
One of the major themes of the Victorian novel is courtship and marriage,1 whether 
successful or not;2 in both nineteenth-century literature and nineteenth-century life, marriage 
represented and reflected an intersection of concerns about class, property, and nation. Marriage 
was also an especially fertile and fraught topic due to the additional, underlying assumption that 
the majority of marriages were expected to result in the creation of the children who would shape 
the future of their family, class, and country.3 Despite growing concerns over family planning 
throughout the century,4 and the persistent fact of pre- and extra-marital sex,5 Victorian marriage 
still meant sex, and sex still meant children. Unlike the twenty-first century United States, where 
medical technology allows for sex without children and children without sex, and current social 
                                                     
1 For example, Ian Watt argues in The Rise of the Novel that, “the great majority of novel written since Pamela have 
continued its basic pattern and concentrated their main interest upon a courtship leading to marriage” (148-9). 
2 For examples of the importance of failed marriages in the nineteenth-century novel, see Kelly Hager’s Dickens and 
the Rise of Divorce: The Failed Marriage Plot and Novel Tradition. 
3 The early half of the nineteenth century was a time of population growth in England, in part due to lowering 
mortality rates, but also because of a generally high birth rate. The birth rates in England began to fall in the 1870s 
and continued until the early part of the twentieth century. In 1871, a woman could expect to have 5.5 children; in 
1921 she would have an average of 2.4 children, according to “The Decline of Marital Fertility in the Late 
Nineteenth Century: The Case of England and Wales” by R. Woods and C. W. Smith. During this latter period of 
dropping birth rates, there were many discussions about the wisdom of having fewer children; there were not, 
however, many calls for couples to have no children. And of course, cultural norms mandated that novels of the time 
would not have explicitly discussed family limitation methods or desires. 
4 Joseph Ambrose Banks’s Feminism and Family Planning in Victorian England tracks the rising concern over 
family planning, especially family planning that would be controlled by women, within the nineteenth century. 
There were obviously no officially sanctioned methods, but women were said to employ everything from herbs to 
brisk horseback rides to terminate unwanted pregnancies. Couples also employed abstinence and withdrawal to 
fairly good effect, as can be seen in the birthrate stats in the footnote above. 
5 Steven Marcus’s The Other Victorians: A Study of Sexuality and Pornography in Mid-Nineteenth-Century England 
offers a persuasive argument that many Victorians were not as prude as one might assume. 
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mores allow for both sex and children without marriage, the presumption of reproductivity in 
Victorian marriage means that Victorian literature about marriage should also be “about” both 
sex and children.  
Given these links, it is surprising to realize the sheer number of married and / or sexually 
active female characters in nineteenth-century British novels who nevertheless remain childless 
for the duration of their narratives, or whose very young children die within the course of their 
novels. Jane Eyre’s Bertha Mason never has Rochester’s child, despite their union being 
presented as driven by lust, Daniel Deronda’s Gwendolen Harleth marries Grandcourt, but never 
gives him an heir, Tess Durbeyfield loses her only child in its infancy, and Isabella Archer’s son 
merits only a passing mention of his early death in Portrait of a Lady. Other examples too 
numerous to list comprehensively, abound within the nineteenth-century British tradition, 
indicating that canonical Victorian novels are both consumed by questions of marriage, lineage, 
and descent, and yet unwilling to consign their beautiful, young, and presumably fertile, female 
characters to the anticipated biological consequences of those carefully orchestrated unions. 
Readers must inevitably wonder what cultural concerns and authorial impulses lie behind this 
epidemic of literary infertility. 
Some might conclude that the lack of reproductive success in these fictional unions is 
meant to serve as an indication of their overall lack of health, and therefore signals the 
fundamental incompatibility of the spouses involved in all areas. For example, Dorothea and 
Casaubon’s marriage in Middlemarch is explicitly unfruitful in terms of Dorothea’s emotional 
wellbeing and intellectual aspirations; their lack of children, though not a focus of the novel, is 
consistent with her general lack of connection to her husband, as well as, of course, indicating 
Casaubon’s lack of sexual or romantic interest in his wife and possible infertility. (Let us not 
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forget that he does not physically desire Dorothea,  “…nor did the contemplation of that 
matrimonial garden scene, where, as all experience showed, the path was to be bordered with 
flowers, prove persistently more enchanting to him than the accustomed vaults where he walked 
taper in hand” (75-76)) Dorothea’s eventual marriage to Will Ladislaw after Casaubon’s death 
both remedies her lack of romantic happiness and allows her to re-enter the reproductive realm. 
Even though “many who knew her, thought it a pity that so substantive and rare a creature should 
have been absorbed into the life of another, and be only known in a certain circle as a wife and 
mother,” the children she has with Ladislaw nevertheless imply an important contrast to her 
earlier marriage (764). The reader may not be entirely satisfied with Dorothea’s fate, but there is 
little doubt that her second marriage is more comfortable than her first. Similarly, Rochester’s 
barren first marriage to the animalistic Bertha Mason stands in contrast to his later, happier union 
with Jane Eyre and, eventually, the son who “inherited his own eyes, as they once were—large, 
brilliant, and black” (523). The presence of their child at the end of the novel indicates that his 
and Jane’s former distance his been bridged, and that the memory of Rochester’s disastrous first 
marriage might be allowed to fade. With children so clearly symbolizing the future, it makes 
sense for authors to grant offspring only to unions they intend to succeed. 
In practical terms, a lack of fictional children can also be helpful for the author in 
maintaining narrative control and ensuring greater freedom of choice for her characters. As 
Margaret Oliphant passingly indicates in Miss Marjoribanks, it is easy for married women to be 
“incapacitated by circumstances (which was a polite term in use at Carlingford, and meant 
babies)” (34). The “circumstances” of daily infant care would necessarily restrict a maternal 
character’s actions – perhaps authors were loath to describe or unable to satisfactorily dramatize 
the routines of feeding, changing, and napping that characterize the early baby years. Even those 
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more well-to-do women characters who could hire nursemaids and therefore would not be as 
consumed by the daily maintenance of their offspring, however, could nevertheless be impeded 
by those young children’s very existence; though it may not be physically or economically 
necessary, readers might want the fictional mother’s focus to remain with her child, expecting, 
and perhaps insisting, that female characters with children put those children first in planning 
their futures and pursuing their desires. One need only remember those novels where unhappy or 
short-lived marriages do result in children to understand the obstacles that this expectation may 
present to the writer’s narrative. In The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, for example, Helen Graham is 
completely devoted to her young son, Arthur.  That love is so strong that it convinces her to flee 
her violent husband and start a new life, and, arguably, provides a bulwark against those readers 
who would object to her flight as selfish. Though in this case maternal love motivates, rather 
than restricts, the novel’s plot, the extreme abuse in Helen’s first marriage indicates the narrow 
circumstances under which a mother seeking a new, independent life might be allowable. In 
Vanity Fair, on the other hand, Becky Sharp’s son does not at all prevent her from pursuing her 
own desires; her habitual neglect of her son is seen, however, as a sign of her larger moral 
failings. Her inattentive mothering may not completely prohibit reader sympathy, but it does 
present an obstacle that many other authors might wish to avoid. Without children, young 
widows like Dorothea or Lady Julia Onger of The Claverings can move on from their earlier, 
less satisfying relationships more freely than Becky or Helen. They are able to pursue old and 
new lovers, sure that their actions will affect only themselves, and that their readers will judge 
them as women, rather than mothers.  
While both symbolism and narrative control are somewhat satisfactory explanations for 
this pattern of infertility among Victorian heroines, the childlessness of these female characters 
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gains greater complexity if it is considered also as a specific embodied biological state – if, in 
other words, this absence of children is read as an actual absence of female fertility. Maternity 
and its lack was a clear preoccupation of the Victorian era, with the aforementioned rising 
anxiety over family planning, concern over population control inspired by Thomas Malthus, 
debates about women’s place in the public sphere, and, most importantly to this project, 
developing biological understanding of the human body. To read these women specifically as 
non-mothers opens up a variety of interpretations of their characters and narratives in relation to 
both the scientific explorations of the nineteenth century – especially those conversations around 
Darwin’s and other’s theories of evolution – and our understanding of reproductive and 
evolutionary biology today.  
In both the nineteenth century and the present day there is a tendency to use the authority 
of evolutionary biology to define women in particular as essentially reproductive beings; their 
entire physical and intellectual organization is seen as geared toward childbearing and 
childrearing. Reading childless female characters with this tradition in mind, as well as the more 
open-minded counter-narrative of feminist engagements with evolution, opens up new questions 
about their meaning that attention to symbolism and narrative choices cannot sufficiently 
address: Are they biological failures, or not? What avenues of physical and intellectual exertion 
might be particularly open to a childless woman? If her body is not invested in reproduction, 
what, exactly might it be free to do? Her very existence comes to signal a breakdown of 
conservative evolutionary assumptions that conflate woman and mother; her consistent inclusion 
in the Victorian novel in a variety of roles and situations, not all of them tragic, indicates that 
writers of the time were invested in testing those assumptions and considering the full range of 
instincts that might be at play in a non-reproductive narrative.  
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I. Feminism and Evolutionary Biology in the 19th Century  
It should come as no surprise that amid the cultural tumult of the nineteenth century, 
during which women’s place in the home, institutions of higher education, and the political 
sphere was being actively debated and questioned, many biologists conveniently discovered 
scientific “proof” that women were intellectually and physically inferior to men. According to 
their research, women were naturally more emotional and less intellectual than men, women and 
girls were discovered to have highly developed senses of perception and intuition, but little 
affinity for reason, and their obviously slighter bodies indicated, logically, that they were closer 
in maturity and ability to children than to men.6 While an increasingly vocal group of women 
(and men) were agitating for a more egalitarian society, many scientists gave their growing, 
presumably objective authority to the argument that women’s subjugation was not only 
traditional, but based in their very nature, and therefore inevitable. 
Many of these conclusions came about by observing women’s limited place in Victorian 
society and extrapolating back that position’s “natural” cause. This tendency is epitomized by 
Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution, which, while certainly not the first to argue for a 
biological basis of sexism,7 proved to be an especially pivotal narrative, both building on what 
                                                     
6 Susan Sleethe Mosedale’s 1978 article “Science Corrupted: Victorian Biologists Consider the Woman Question” 
provides a nice overview of the many biologists, particularly the evolutionists, who employed these arguments to 
fight against feminism. The introduction to Patricia Murphy’s 2006 In Science’s Shadow: Literary Constructions of 
Late Victorian Women also gives a thorough sense of the overwhelming rhetoric surrounding women’s lesser 
capacity for higher thought and education, while Katharina Rowald’s Gender and Science: Late Nineteenth-Century 
Debates on the Female Mind and Body, Cynthia Eagle Russet’s Sexual Science: The Victorian Construction of 
Womanhood, Rachel Malane’s Sex in Mind: The Gendered Brain in Nineteenth-Century Literature and Mental 
Sciences covers many of the historical debates surrounding women’s entrance into higher education. The rest of this 
section will concentrate specifically on those thinkers who concluded that reproduction was at the root of women’s 
limitations, but these four authors give a good sense of the broader conversation. 
7 See Londa Schiebinger’s “The Anatomy of Difference: Race and Sex in Eighteenth-Century Science” for examples 
of how earlier anatomists sought to classify the sexes. (Linnaeus, for example, argued that women’s lack of beard 
was a sign that they lack a noble character.) In the early nineteenth century, physicians continued this tradition; for 
example, Marshall Hall argues that women’s nerves are more irritable and delicate in his 1827 Commentaries on 
some of the more important of the Diseases in Females. 
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came before and setting the stage for an explosion of “sexual science” in the latter part of the 
nineteenth century. According to Darwin, human civilization, including the sharp division 
between the sexes that characterized Victorian society, is as much a product of evolutionary 
forces as the vibrant colors of a peacock’s tail. Women’s limitations were therefore not due to 
external political or cultural forces, but rather internal, innate drives shaped by evolution. These 
limitations are most explicitly outlined in Darwin’s second major treatise, The Descent of Man, 
in which he argues the following in a section named “Difference in the Mental Powers of the 
Two Sexes”: 
The chief distinction in the intellectual powers of the two sexes is shewn by man's 
attaining to a higher eminence, in whatever he takes up, than can woman—whether 
requiring deep thought, reason, or imagination, or merely the use of the senses and hands. 
If two lists were made of the most eminent men and women in poetry, painting, sculpture, 
music (inclusive both of composition and performance), history, science, and philosophy, 
with half-a-dozen names under each subject, the two lists would not bear comparison. We 
may also infer…that if men are capable of a decided pre-eminence over women in many 
subjects, the average of mental power in man must be above that of woman. (629) 
That men and women might have the capacity to become more equal in the future does not 
immediately concern Darwin; instead he focuses on how things are in his present moment, and 
how the past must have encouraged them to become so. If women are underrepresented in higher 
education now, he believes, the natural development of the human species must have led them 
away from intellectual pursuits. 
In his theory, this natural development came about through the gradual accumulation of 
sexual difference through the processes of natural and sexual selection. Darwin believes men 
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have inherited greater physical strength and mental acuity from their pre-human male ancestors 
who were required to physically battle one another for mates. Greater size and strength was 
obviously beneficial in these contests; less obviously, but just as importantly, “to avoid enemies 
or to attack them with success, to capture wild animals, and to fashion weapons, requires the aid 
of the higher mental faculties, namely, observation, reason, invention, or imagination” (630). The 
most reproductively successful males were therefore the smartest and strongest, who would then 
pass their strength and intelligence on to their children, with sons inheriting the lion’s share. 
Women were left with smaller, weaker bodies and minds. 8 
At a certain point in the evolutionary narrative, though Darwin is unable to specify 
exactly when, the superior strength and intelligence of men led to their acquiring the advantage 
of mate selection, which is generally granted to the females in other species. This means that in 
“civilized” society, women compete for the attention of men, rather than the other way around.  
Man is more powerful in body and mind than woman…therefore it is not surprising that 
he should have gained the power of selection. Women are everywhere conscious of the 
value of their own beauty; and when they have the means, they take more delight in 
decorating themselves with all sorts of ornaments than do men. They borrow the plumes 
of male birds, with which nature has decked this sex, in order to charm the females. As 
women have long been selected for beauty, it is not surprising that … they should have 
transmitted beauty in a somewhat higher degree to their female than to their male 
offspring, and thus have become more beautiful…(665-666) 
                                                     
8 Darwin’s followers accepted this theory of sexual divergence and added to it that women also possessed smaller 
brains and the inability to consume as much food as men; they could not, therefore, be expected to physically 
accommodate higher thought. These particular observations are present in multiple treatises on the physical 
differences between men and women, but can be found in the following: George John Romanes’s 1887 “Mental 
Differences between Men and Women” accuses the female brain of having a “missing five ounces” in comparison to 
the male brain. M. A. Hardaker’s 1882 “Science and the Woman Question” insists that women will never think as 
much as men since they do not eat as much.  
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Human female beauty, which Darwin views as superior to human male beauty, is therefore a 
result of women’s need to attract more powerful men, which they do not have the strength or 
intelligence to do through the physical battles that males used to perform. Men, meanwhile, need 
no longer battle one another for mates, but still enjoy the physical and mental advantage that 
those long-ago contests cultivated.  
Adding to women’s disadvantages, and ultimately prohibiting women from changing 
their current positions, is the female’s necessarily higher physical investment in reproduction; 
maternal responsibility was often cited as the unalterable essence of the physical and mental, and 
therefore social and cultural, differences between men and women. Women’s reproductivity, or 
lack thereof, had been a popular topic of concern throughout the nineteenth century; Thomas 
Malthus’s 1789 An Essay on the Principle of Population had depicted excessive fertility, 
especially when coupled with a lack of resources, as the potential downfall of the species. 
Spurred by Darwin, later evolutionary biologists, however, struggled to define what the female 
body could be for, if not reproduction. For example, Henry Maudsley’s 1874 essay “Sex in Mind 
and Education” argues that “a proper regard to the physical nature of women means attention 
given… to their peculiar functions and to their foreordained work as mothers and nurses of 
children” (471, emphasis mine). J. McGrigor Allan’s 1869 “On the Real Differences in the 
Minds of Men and Women” asserts that in woman, “nature has produced a being whose principal 
functions are evidently intended to be love, leading to gestation, parturition, and nutrition” 
(ccvi).  In the 1889 “Woman’s Place in Nature,” science writer Grant Allen argues that “The 
males are the race, while the females are merely the sex told off to reproduce it…all that is 
distinctly human is man, all that is truly woman is merely reproductive” (qtd. in Murphy 27). Not 
only did women miss out on the advantages that mate competition encouraged in men, they 
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developed a fitness only for sexual attraction and maternal, rather than intellectual or political, 
activities. While the male body and mind, as developed through evolution, encouraged men to 
succeed in many different arenas, political, intellectual, and artistic, the female body was seen as 
oriented toward only one thing: motherhood.  
 Again, Darwin’s particular theory of evolution, and the many elaborations thereof, 
proved to be an especially fertile field in which to argue for women’s continued constriction to 
the domestic sphere due to their natural affinity for motherhood. Darwin saw the maternal 
instinct of women to be at the root of their differences from men in character and intellect: 
Woman seems to differ from man in mental disposition, chiefly in her greater tenderness 
and less selfishness; and this holds good even with savages… Woman, owing to her 
maternal instincts, displays these qualities towards her infants in an eminent degree; 
therefore it is likely that she would often extend them towards her fellow-creatures. Man 
is the rival of other men; he delights in competition, and this leads to ambition which 
passes too easily into selfishness. These latter qualities seem to be his natural and 
unfortunate birthright. It is generally admitted that with woman the powers of intuition, 
of rapid perception, and perhaps of imitation, are more strongly marked than in man; but 
some, at least, of these faculties are characteristic of the lower races, and therefore of a 
past and lower state of civilisation. (629, emphasis mine) 
The maternal instinct is one of the strongest forces in the natural world, according to Darwin, one 
that “if disobeyed, [would] lead to the deepest misery” (336). He respects the tenderness and 
nurturing that characterize this instinct, linking it with laudable traits, while male 
competitiveness is simple “selfishness.” Still, that selfishness leads man to commit great feats on 
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a variety of stages, while female selflessness, though admirable, leads only toward private, 
maternal acts. Tenderness may be commendable, but it still limits women. 
 While Darwin saw men and women as diverging along their evolutionary paths, men 
toward greater acts of intellect and strength and women toward maternal kindness, some of his 
fellow evolutionists imagined the relationship between the sexes as even more hierarchical. 
Herbert Spencer, for example, argues in his book The Study of Sociology that women are literally 
less evolved than men. Instead of the two sexes splitting off from one another in different 
directions, women simply stop at a certain level of “individual evolution,” while men continue 
on to a higher state. Women’s less-evolved state is “necessitated by the reservation of vital 
power to meet the cost of reproduction” (373). Many other scientists agreed with his theories, 
assuming that, in the words of Henry Maudsley’s Sex in Mind and Education, “when Nature 
spends in one direction, she must economise in another direction” (467).9 Because women must 
put more energy into the reproductive processes of menstruation, pregnancy, gestation, and 
lactation, they cannot also be expected to also grow the more powerful, more evolved, bodies of 
men, and instead remain more immature and childlike; they thus cannot hope to develop the 
more nuanced intellectual and emotional capacities of their male counterparts. Again, Spencer’s 
The Study of Sociology argues that:  
The mental manifestations [of women] have somewhat less of general power or 
massiveness; and beyond this there is a perceptible falling-short in those two faculties, 
intellectual and emotional, which are the latest products of human evolution—the power 
of abstract reasoning and that most abstract of the emotions, the sentiment of justice… 
(373)  
                                                     
9 See Patricia Murphy’s In Sciences Shadow, pages 26 – 27 for a more thorough summary of the many voices 
agreeing with Spencer’s thesis.  
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According to Spencer, women are unfit, by virtue of their evolutionary stagnation into maternity, 
for higher education and public life. In exchange, they gain a greater “more specialized instinct” 
and “mental specialization” for “the rearing of offspring” (374 – 375).  
In addition to the implied pathologization of childless women, Spencer’s argument, and 
many others like it, was used as a justification for keeping women out of higher education. They 
were thought to be ill-equipped for the rigors of academia; those who pursued an intellectual 
path would inevitably suffer ill-health and fail to become the mothers their bodies destined them 
to be. Dr. Edward H. Clarke, a professor at Harvard, for example, believed that study would lead 
to female infertility, as he asserts in his 1873 Sex in Education, or A Fair Chance for the Girls. 
“There have been instances…of females in whom [their reproductive organs] remained germinal, 
- underdeveloped…They graduated from school or college excellent scholars, but with 
undeveloped ovaries. Later they married, and were sterile. The system never does two things 
well at the same time.” (39-40). Clarke and his contemporaries argued that the very fabric of 
society and the future of the English “race” rested upon women doing their one thing – 
motherhood – well, and leaving the rest to men.  
Again and again, many biological scientists, anthropologists, and psychologists of the 
nineteenth century affirmed that the entire being of woman, her body, her brain and her 
character, was directed only toward motherhood. Men, on the other hand, because of their 
relatively minor role in reproduction, felt no such constrictions from fatherhood. They were free 
to pursue the many paths that maternity closed off for women. Evolutionary theory as explained 
by Darwin and especially as expanded upon by Spencer, provided a convenient narrative of 
inevitability that supported the restriction of women to maternal roles. Darwin’s ideas were 
revolutionary in many ways – they obviously had a huge impact on how man imagined himself 
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as related to his environment and his fellow animals, and, as this project will discuss below, they 
had the potential to radically upend gender politics – but even they did not escape Victorian 
presumptions about the sexes. Instead, Charles Darwin, blinkered by his own upbringing and 
environment, chose to explicitly support a limited view of female potential, as did many of the 
biologists, psychologists, and anthropologists who revised or expanded upon his research. They 
made no room for women who did not fulfill their biological destiny by becoming mothers. 
**** 
 This is not to suggest that the sexist assumptions of these scientists were uncritically 
accepted by all of Darwin’s contemporaries. Almost as soon as these theories were published, 
early feminists responded to and pushed against evolutionists’ characterizations of women. 
While these women found evolution to be an attractive and exciting theory for many reasons, 
they nevertheless questioned many of the conclusions drawn from its foundations. American 
intellectual Eliza Burt Gamble, for example, accepted the premise that the sexes had different 
essential characters, but argued that women were in fact the superior sex, since their nurturing 
maternal instinct could be viewed as the root of human community, without which there would 
be no civilization.10 Others, however, quibbled with both the very notion of a gender hierarchy, 
and with the centrality of maternity to the female character.   
 One of the strongest criticisms of Darwin’s treatment of women came from the 
unexpected voice of his own translator. Clemence Royer, a self-taught French intellectual, 
translated Darwin’s Origin for French audiences in 1862.11 She, however, went beyond her 
                                                     
10 See Gamble’s The Evolution of Woman (1894) and The Sexes in Science and History (1916) for her full argument 
about the superiority of the female sex, in which she uses Darwin’s own observations to draw her conclusions about 
the comparative greatness of women’s nature. 
11 For a thorough biography of Royer, and a more in-depth look at her proto-feminism, see Joy Dorothy Harvey’s 
“Almost a Man of Genius”: Clemence Royer, Feminism and Nineteenth-Century Science. 
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duties as mere translator and added a sixty-page personal preface and explanatory footnotes to 
the document, in which she, among other things, explicitly argues that evolution proves the 
falsity of religion and offers an explanation for the morality of men. Darwin, who had expressly 
avoided connecting natural selection to human beings in his first major publication, found this a 
bit presumptuous and selected another translator for subsequent additions. His choice did not 
prevent Royer from further evolutionary speculation in her own writings, however. In a 
suppressed publication entitled “Sur la natalite” (On Birth), she specifically tackles the presumed 
inviolable maternal instinct in light of France’s declining birthrate.12 Even though many young 
women were comfortable and healthy, they were nevertheless having fewer, or no, children. This 
phenomenon did not square with an evolutionary view in which frequent successful reproduction 
is itself both a sign of fitness, and women’s primary biological drive. Royer suggested the 
obvious possibility that women were finding their own ways to avoid or terminate unwanted 
pregnancies, something that men like Darwin and Spencer apparently could not imagine. Royer 
is critical of this apparent blind spot: woman is seen as “an absolutely passive being without 
instincts, passions, or her own interests; a purely plastic material that without resistance can take 
whatever form one wishes to give it” (qtd. in Harvey 194). Rather than being simple creatures 
reacting only to the drive to create and protect their offspring, Royer argued, women were as 
complex as men, and engaged with a variety of evolutionary pressures and drives. 
Royer was not the only woman to insist that the men writing evolution into the public 
consciousness lacked the imagination necessary to successfully address women’s position in 
                                                     
12 French birth rates began to fall decades before British birth rates – possibly even before the Revolution in 1789 – 
likely due to wider conversations about methods of birth control. (See “The Decline of Marital Fertility in the Late 
Nineteenth Century: The Case of England and Wales” by R. Woods and C. W. Smith) 
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nature. The American activist Antoinette Brown Blackwell, for example, wrote about male 
evolutionists in “The Sexes Throughout Nature,” her 1875 response to Darwin: 
However superior their powers, their opportunities, their established scientific positions, 
yet in this field of inquiry pertaining to the normal powers and functions of Woman, it is 
they who are at a disadvantage. Whatever else women may not venture to study and 
explain with authority, on this topic they are more than the peers of the wisest of men in 
Chistendom. Experience must have more weight than… outside observation. (6-7) 
Men could not help but misread women, she argues, because they have not shared their lived 
experience. Importantly, Blackwell’s experience allows her to address some the more outrageous 
arguments for female inferiority, including Spencer’s (and others’) claim that reproductive 
investment necessarily stunted women’s physical and intellectual growth. In a section entitled 
“The Alleged Antagonism Between Growth and Reproduction,” she counters this widespread 
theory on several points, noting repeatedly the lack of evidence in its support. Later, she argues 
that the physical energy a woman puts into gestation and labor might be equivalent to the energy 
a man might expend working to provide for his offspring, which no one has suggested would 
slow his mental growth. “If there is any proof that feminine psychical powers normally reach an 
earlier cessation of growth than the masculine, then, so far as I can learn, no scientist has yet 
collated the facts and put them before the world in evidence” (146). Spencer’s argument is 
attractive to many, Blackwell notes, but it simply does not stand up to even her non-scientific 
scrutiny.  
 Finally, Blackwell’s fellow American Charlotte Perkins Gilman was perhaps the most 
vocally enthusiastic writer about the potential value of evolutionary theory for the feminist 
movement. In her 1898 book Women and Economics, she argues that the human species is in an 
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excessive state of sex distinction – that is, that men and women are both too different from one 
another and two attracted to one another, leading to dangerous conditions like widespread 
promiscuity and excessive feminine weakness: “In every way the over-sexed condition of the 
human female reacts unfavorably upon herself, her husband, her children, and the race” (47).  
Women ought to be strong and fit, but men have selected them into being the physically “weaker 
sex” for their own pleasure and attraction; women should be intelligent and involved with every 
aspect of public life, but they have been stymied by male monopoly on power and money. Like 
Grant Allen, Gilman sees men as human, while women are merely reproductive; unlike Grant 
Allen, she believes this condition is changeable; evolution has led to this situation, but 
knowledge of evolution can also help resolve it. 
 The crux of Gilman’s argument about the malleability of women’s position is the widely-
accepted Darwinian precept that a species changes with its environment, which “the human 
creature is affected by…as is every other living thing” (1). She argues that the “environment” 
includes not just nature, but also social and economic conditions. In this particular rhetorical 
move, she partially mirrors Spencer, who had first argued for social Darwinism decades earlier. 
Where she drastically departs from him, however, is in her view that women’s position within 
the social environment, though it may be a result of natural forces, is injurious to the entire 
human race and must be changed. This is possible, she argues, because humans can improve 
their environment and end of women’s economic dependence on men. 
Interestingly, Gilman addresses the likely objection that women’s primarily reproductive 
role is necessary for the bearing and raising of children – that is, that women sacrifice their 
positions in wider society so that they may be better, more devoted mothers, for the good of the 
human race – by arguing that the opposite is actually the case, exclaiming that the, “over-
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development of sex caused by her economic dependence on the male reacts unfavorably upon 
her essential duties. She is too female for perfect motherhood!” (182). Gilman believes women 
are raised and educated to attract men who will provide for them; they are not, however, bred for 
motherhood (as high maternal and infant death rates demonstrate). Women enter into the 
“natural” consequences of their sexual attractiveness entirely ill-prepared to deal with the labor 
of pregnancy and the burdens of child-rearing.  
The human mother does less for her young, both absolutely and proportionately, than any 
kind of mother on earth. She does not obtain food for them, nor covering, nor shelter, nor 
protection, nor defence. She does not educate them beyond the personal habits required in 
the family circle and in her limited range of social life. The necessary knowledge of the 
world, so indispensable to every human being, she cannot give, because she does not 
possess it. (189) 
Fathers, Gilman argues, are better able to raise their children because they have the economic 
power to make up for mothers’ shortfalls. If a woman cannot nurse her children, formula, 
invented and purchased by men, can substitute for milk. If a mother does not know enough to 
teach her children, they must attend schools, paid for by their fathers. If a woman is able to 
provide for her children and mother them adequately, it is simply a matter of luck, as her 
education and social position actively work against her, while men’s opportunities support them 
in their efforts to better the lives of their offspring. 
Gilman’s solution for this problem is to raise children as androgynously as possible and 
allow them equal access to education and employment, thereby changing the environment and 
forcing men and women to, culturally and biologically, adapt to the new circumstances. 
Motherhood will necessarily change once women enter into public life: “Mother in the sense of 
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bearer and rearer of noble children she will be, as the closest and dearest, the one most honored 
and best loved; but mother in the sense of exclusive individual nursery-maid and nursery-
governess she may not be–and be anything else” (211). Here, she seems to reaffirm the 
importance of motherhood, of being the “one most honored and best loved,” but Gilman is in fact 
arguing for flexibility in how motherhood is imagined. The self-sacrificing, nurturing, always-
present angel in the house is a cultural model, a flawed one, and it can and should be altered. 
Instead, women will have the opportunity to develop their own models of maternity.  
 There is much to criticize about the work that these early feminists engaged in around 
evolution. As Penelope Deutscher notes, they “did not think through the implications of their 
own rhetoric about race hierarchy,” despite the fact that their comments on race often used the 
same language as the sexism to which they were responding (35).13 They also accepted many of 
the scientific premises they were pushing against, even as they sought to counter them. Still, their 
work demonstrates that evolutionary thought need not be in tension with feminism, and the 
reduction of women to maternal instincts need not be inherent to evolutionary thought. Even 
though Darwin wrote at a time in which sexism was often louder than feminism, there is no 
necessary connection between an interest in evolution and an insistence that women are bound 
by biology. The history of evolutionary biology is therefore both the history of determinist ideas 
about gender and motherhood, and vocal, thoughtful resistance to that same essentialism.  
 
II. Modern Evolutionary Psychology and the Legacy of Determinism 
                                                     
13 Gilman, for example, wrote “A Suggestion on the Negro Problem,” in which she argued that “in every county and 




 With the benefit of more than a century of additional scientific research and social 
progress, it would be easy to assume that the science of today is relatively free of the biases that 
so obviously inflected the work of those like Darwin and Spencer. One would hope that modern 
evolutionists are as much the heirs of Blackwell, Royer and Gilman as they are followers of 
Darwin. Just as cultural assumptions about woman’s proper role persist in certain conservative 
cultural areas, however, scientifically-authorized conventions about the primacy of maternity to 
the female body, character, and experience still abound. This is especially true in the fields of 
sociobiology and evolutionary psychology, which have enthusiastically inherited Victorian ideas 
about the essential unnaturalness or unfitness of childless women. Of particular concern to this 
project is the fact that this essentialism can also be found in the work of a small, but vocal group 
of literary critics, the Literary Darwinists. Literary Darwinism seeks to use modern evolutionary 
principles to examine literary texts, as does this project. Because these critics use evolutionary 
psychology as the scientific foundation of their arguments, however, they tend toward 
determinism and would view the many childless women in nineteenth-century novels as simple 
evolutionary failures – because they do not satisfy their bodies’ essential maternal drives, they 
must be fundamentally unfit.  
The underlying assumptions of both evolutionary psychologists and Literary Darwinists, 
therefore, would seem to establish a conflict between feminism and material Darwinism where to 
explore the body’s evolutionary drives is to admit to women’s essential reproductivity. I argue 
that this apparent conflict can be resolved through exploring the flaws in those assumptions and 
adopting a feminist Darwinist perspective. Understanding the limits of evolutionary 
psychology’s views on women and maternity and the resulting narrowness of Literary 
Darwinism additionally allows us to appreciate the broadness of depictions of non-maternity in 
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literature. At the same time the embrace of determinism around women’s bodies, even in these 
contested fields reveals the necessity of the feminist Darwinian readings I employ throughout 
this project, especially for those characters. 
 To understand how evolutionary psychology adopted the sexual conservatism of early 
evolutionary theories, it is necessary to understand how the subfield developed from Darwin’s 
original ideas. Following the late-nineteenth-century explosion of evolution-based theories on 
gender, the idea of evolution through natural selection lost a certain amount of favor in the 
scientific community – without an identifiable mechanism for inheritance, which Darwin had 
been unable to satisfactorily ascertain, his theories remained attractive, but without a clear 
foundation.14 In the early twentieth century, however, Gregor Mendel’s mid-nineteenth-century 
studies on inheritance were rediscovered and independently verified, leading to a new 
understanding of genetic principles. Mendelian genetics combined with Darwin’s theories of 
natural and sexual selection ushered in a “new” Darwinism. The field began to gain significant 
acceptance in the 1930s and 1940s and was described by Julian Huxley in his 1942 book 
Evolution: The Modern Synthesis.15 This modern Darwinism grew in scope and authority 
throughout the next several decades.  
                                                     
14As Darwin states in the Origin of Species, the “laws governing inheritance are for the most part unknown; no one 
can say why the same peculiarity in different individuals of the same species, or in different species, is sometimes 
inherited and sometimes not so; why the child often reverts in certain characteristics to its grandfather or 
grandmother or more remote ancestor; why a peculiarity is often transmitted from one sex to both sexes, or to one 
sex alone, more commonly but not exclusively to the like sex” (15). He posited some possibilities, since disproven, 
but did not live to see Mendel’s work popularized. 
15 The Modern Synthesis differs from the original Darwinism largely in including an understanding of genetics in 
evolutionary considerations. Phenomena like genetic drift and mutation are now included in understanding 




 In the 1970s, confidence in evolutionary principles led to the emergence of the new field 
of sociobiology.16 Its project is the identification of the biological impulses, shaped by evolution, 
behind social and individual behavior in all species, including human beings. It was introduced 
and defined in E. O. Wilson’s 1975 Sociobiology: The New Synthesis. As the title suggests, 
Wilson saw himself as continuing the work of earlier biologists – they incorporated genetics into 
the theory of evolution, thus allowing for its mainstream acceptance in the twentieth century; he 
incorporates evolutionary biology into the realm of the social sciences, thus granting them the 
authority of the new biological paradigm. Properly theorized, sociobiology should illuminate 
behavior that was once explained, if at all, by culture; it argues that human beings are not blank 
slates onto which culture inscribes its norms and that natural and sexual selection affect much 
more than just our physical traits – actions, thoughts, and emotions are also beholden to the same 
selection pressures as appearance and physical abilities. 
 Though Wilson’s book was a popular success, sociobiology was not uncritically accepted 
by his peers; instead, 1975 marked the beginning of a decades-long debate over the field, with 
implications for how both feminism and literature’s approach evolutionary biology. Wilson and 
his followers were almost immediately accused of performing weak science.17 Especially 
relevant to this project, however, was the argument that sociobiology and its descendants 
                                                     
16 I am indebted to Laurette T. Liesen’s article “Women, Behavior, and Evolution: Understanding the Debate 
between Feminist Evolutionists and Evolutionary Psychologists” for providing a concise and clear summary of the 
emergence of sociobiology and evolutionary psychology as disciplines. 
17 Stephen Jay Gould, for example, accused sociobiology of being a convenient sort of story-telling, rather than 
rigorous experimentation; it begins with assuming that everything is the result of natural selection, and then 
constructs a likely-sounding narrative to support this assumption in individual cases. With such an all-encompassing 
premise, their method cannot fail to produce the looked-for result. “Similarly, the arguments of Christian 
fundamentalism used to frustrate me until I realized that there are, in principle, no counter cases and that, on this 
ground alone, the theory is bankrupt…Sociobiologists are still telling speculative stories, still hitching without 
evidence to one potential star among many…” (530-531). Gould argues that sociobiologists fail to consider the 




represented a return to the biological determinism of Herbert Spencer and acolytes of social 
Darwinism. In a letter to the New York Review of Books a group of Boston academics opposed 
the new discipline in the harshest terms:  
Each time these ideas have resurfaced the claim has been made that they were based on 
new scientific information. Yet each time, even though strong scientific arguments have 
been presented to show the absurdity of these theories, they have not died. The reason for 
the survival of these recurrent determinist theories is that they consistently tend to 
provide a genetic justification of the status quo and of existing privileges for certain 
groups according to class, race or sex… (Allen, Elizabeth) 
In other words, just as Spencer and others reacted to the perceived chaos of the Woman Question 
by reaffirming in new language the old ideas of traditional gender division, sociobiologists and 
evolutionary psychologists were reacting to the social changes of, among other things, the Civil 
Rights Movement and second wave feminism by exploring the “natural” biological impulses 
behind racism, sexism, and xenophobia. Opponents of sociobiology see establishing the 
biological basis for various forms of oppression to be the first step in shrugging one’s shoulders 
at their inevitability. 
Despite this controversial reception (or perhaps because of the press that such 
controversy generates), other scientists, especially evolutionary psychologists, were soon 
adopting sociobiological methods to closely examine different aspects of human behavior. 
Among those topics were familiar preoccupations surrounding the differences between the sexes: 
What aspects of sexism and gender differences could be attributed to cultural forces? What could 
be simply the result of ingrained biological differences between men and women? Were women 
truly more nurturing and men more aggressive? Could there be an evolutionary advantage to 
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divergent sexual characters, as well and physical characteristics? Would women’s strides in the 
public sphere inevitably hit the glass ceiling of their own maternal urges? 18  These were old 
questions, familiar to nineteenth-century evolutionary biologists. The answers were often 
startling familiar as well; like Spencer before them, several evolutionary psychologists responded 
to these questions firmly on the side of fixed biological differences between the genders, 
specifically due to their differing reproductive strategies and women’s maternal nature. Donald 
Symons argued in The Evolution of Human Sexuality that women had to be coyer in their sexual 
behavior because they had to invest so much in each offspring, while men could be aggressive 
and should be jealous to ensure their own paternity. David Buss’s The Evolution of Desire 
describes a survey in which men expressed preferences for youthful, attractive mates, while 
women desired older men with more resources and status – the implication being that women 
look for security for their offspring, while men hope for healthy women to carry their children. 
Common among these texts, and those like them, is the assumption that strategic adaptations 
from man’s prehistoric past are still operating in the present, even though society has drastically 
changed. According to evolutionary psychologists, the human brain is still quite literally stuck in 
the Stone Age.  
Many writers went even further and explicitly claimed that the facts of evolutionary 
biology would prove to be the downfall of movements like feminism. Humans’ sexual traits have 
been fixed for thousands of years, with men playing the aggressor and women the sexually-
passive mother-in-waiting, they argued; no amount of consciousness-raising could possibly bring 
                                                     
18 Though it is not the focus of this project, it is important to note that many authors were also asking questions 
about race and racism. See Michael Yudell’s Race Unmasked: Biology and Race in the Twentieth Century, 
especially the chapter “Naturalizing Racism: The Controversy over Sociobiology,” for an analysis of the impact 
sociobiology had on race conversations.   
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about gender equity when such differences are written in our very genes. Robert Wright’s 1994 
New Republic article “Feminists, Meet Mr. Darwin” argues this most pointedly: 
It would be melodramatic to say that today feminism is where communism was at 
midcentury. Still, it's tempting. Once again an ideology clings to a doctrine that, for better 
or worse, isn't true -- in this case the idea that "gender" is essentially a "construct": that 
male and female nature are inherently more or less identical. Once again, the falseness of 
the doctrine is increasingly evident… (34) 
Though few are as overtly hostile as Wright (who also claimed in the same essay that, “There is 
not a single well-known feminist who has learned enough about modern Darwinism to pass 
judgment on it” (36-37) and that sexual harassment of men cannot be as traumatic as sexual 
harassment of women), widely popular writers like Steven Pinker echo his sentiments in more 
moderate language.19 Feminism may have noble intentions of ending oppression, but true 
equality between the sexes is a pipedream. The (female) body, formed for nurturing and 
motherhood, will betray itself every time.  
 It is no wonder that many feminist academics in the latter half of the twentieth century 
simply refused to engage with evolutionary biology as a intellectual framework. Theorists like 
Judith Butler instead ascribed to a social constructionist view of gender, in which feminine and 
masculine traits are inscribed by language, cultural pressures, and traditions rather than written 
into one’s genetic code. Inspired by and employing post-structuralism and post-modernism, 
constructionist feminists work to detach the assumed dichotomies that drive Western philosophy, 
                                                     
19 In his 2003 The Blank Slate, Pinker argues that “Feminism as a movement for political and social equity is 
important, but feminism as an academic clique committed to eccentric doctrines about human nature is not. 
Eliminating discrimination against women is important, but believing that women and men are born with 
indistinguishable minds is not” (371). While he is quick to assert his opposition to sexism, he also argues that 
evolution had blessed the sexes with different, biologically ingrained strengths and weaknesses.   
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including man and woman, and nature and culture. For this school of thought, scientific 
positivism, which claims to know and describe the real world, can only be damaging to the 
project of feminism; Darwin’s obvious prejudices, described above, are seen as representative of 
the sexism inherent to evolutionary biology as a field, even well within the twentieth century. 
When invited by those like Wright to “meet Mr. Darwin,” the feminist response was often, 
therefore, a firm, “No, thank you.” 
 The controversy over sociobiological methods could be seen as irrelevant to the 
humanities, where feminist theory and post-structuralist readings have thrived for decades, were 
it not for the group of theorists calling themselves Literary Darwinists who use evolutionary 
science to interpret the actions and impulses of literary characters. Unlike earlier literary critics 
who engaged in evolution by identifying Darwin’s influence on writers of his time or analyzing 
his writing as a narrative,20 Literary Darwinists employ the sociobiological methods of 
evolutionary psychologists when identifying biological instincts and evolutionary currents in 
texts. Their theory, therefore, tends to favor a rigid view of fitness and often endorses an 
essentialist, deterministic concept of sex that, among other things identifies maternal instinct as 
the central, if not sole, motivation for women and female characters. This has the effect of 
limiting their evolutionary readings to characters’ erotic impulses, with the assumption that they 
will lead to reproduction, especially in the case of the nineteenth-century novel, in which 
courtship and marriage are so often the theme.  
Examples of this perspective can be found in the work of Joseph Carroll, whose 2004 
Literary Darwinism: Evolution, Human Nature and Literature, serves as a mission statement for 
                                                     
20 For example, Gillian Beer’s 1983 Darwin’s Plots traces similarities in nineteenth-century narratives and Darwin’s 
dramatization of evolution, while George Levine’s 1989 Darwin and the Novelists examines the impact that Darwin 
(and other scientists of the nineteenth century) had on novelists of his time.  
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Literary Darwinism’s theoretical perspective.21 He justifies the need for Darwinian literary 
criticism by arguing that, unlike previous theories of human nature, like Freudianism or 
Marxism, Darwinism is “true.” “Darwinian literary criticism is grounded in the large facts of 
human evolution and human biology, facts much larger and more robust than the conceptions 
that characterize the various branches of postmodern theory” (Literary Darwinism… 215, 
emphasis mine). All people, fictional or not, contain within them universal biological impulses 
that were formed by natural and sexual selection. In his estimation, one human universal that 
holds true across cultures, and the one that gets the most attention from literary critics, is 
reproduction and the associated dynamic relationship between the sexes: 
Reproduction is central to the logic of evolution, and as a result, it is central to human 
motivational systems. Any given culture organizes reproduction in a way specific to that 
culture, but evolutionary anthropologists and psychologists have identified certain sex 
differences that hold good across diverse cultures, and they cogently argue that these 
“human universals” reflect species-typical motivational structures. In all known societies, 
males are dominant. Males engage in the preponderance of all combat, and females take 
primary responsibility for the care of the young. In seeking mates, males tend to give 
priority to youth and beauty (signals of reproductive potential), and females tend to give 
priority to wealth and social status (indications of an ability to provide for her and her 
offspring). Males are more open to casual, promiscuous sex, and female tolerate sexual 
infidelity in their mates more easily than males, Males are sexually jealous and 
possessive; females are more jealous of emotional commitments. Broad characteristics 
                                                     
21 Joseph Carroll is certainly not the only Literary Darwinist, but he is one of the most prolific, and the clearest about 
the purpose and method of his critique, so I am choosing to concentrate on him here. Other critics who subscribed to 
this method are David and Nanelle Barash, Brian Boyd, Denis Dutton, and Jonathan Gottschall. 
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such as these provide a common foundation for the way any given culture organizes 
reproductive relations.” (Literary Darwinism… 129) 
Elsewhere in the text, Carroll asserts that the “total anatomical and hormonal organization of 
women is geared toward the bearing and raising of children,” which, he claims, helps to explain 
such universal human practices as adoption (Literary Darwinism… 196). He does not mention 
men’s participation in adoption, and instead highlights sexual desire as the primary motivating 
characteristic of males. These supposedly universal characteristics are, as Carroll notes, the same 
as those identified by earlier evolutionary psychologists like Symons, Buss, and Wright. Carroll 
uses their research to argue that the same reproductive urges and sexual differences they 
discerned are present in realist literature throughout history, whether the author was aware of 
Darwin, or not. 
 The problem with using these human universals and essential differences as the basis for 
a method of literary critique becomes clear in the readings that follow the long passage quoted 
above. Carroll briefly analyzes five texts through the lens of reproductive and sexual urges and 
comes to conclusions that simplify his chosen texts in the same manner the above characteristics 
simplify human nature. In Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice “the principle satisfaction Austen 
proposes, for herself and for the reader, is to participate vicariously in the satisfactory resolution 
of [Elizabeth and Darcy’s] differences” (Literary Darwinism… 134);  Villette, with its unrequited 
love, less-typical romantic couple, and unhappy ending is the result of Bronte’s “sexual 
marginalization” and “frustrated yearning” (Literary Darwinism… 135); one female character in 
Willa Cather’s O Pioneers! longs for a feminine man, while more heteronormative lovers are 
murdered because “Cather was an exceptionally masculine woman, and in all likelihood a 
lesbian” (Literary Darwinism… 137). Admittedly, these are meant to be brief readings to 
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demonstrate his method, rather than thorough analyses, but the reader cannot help but be 
frustrated as such classic works are boiled down to reflections of their authors’ sexual histories.22 
Austen becomes the happy spinster, content to imagine vicarious thrills, Bronte the angry old 
maid who cannot even allow her characters to experience romantic happiness, and Cather betrays 
her homosexuality through the coded pairing of a manly woman and a girly man.  
 Methodologically, the concern with these readings is that Carroll has managed to fit all 
romantic pairings – happy and unhappy, heteronormative and (slightly) queer, into a 
reproductive framework that he insists looks only one universal way. One can certainly tell the 
story of how all behavior is the result of a very narrow concept of natural selection, but that is 
neither scientifically rigorous, nor particularly useful. That strategy becomes insidious when 
plural narratives are not recognized as such, but are instead only reflections, reactions and 
perversions of the one “true” Darwinian narrative. The complexity and variety that are loved by 
readers of literature disappears under the weight of a rigid “universal.” When that universal is 
also representative of ideals counter to the project of feminism, insistence on its truth becomes 
oppressive in more ways than one. 
The work of Literary Darwinists has only gained only limited acceptance within 
academic circles; many scholars chafe at the intrusion of deterministic evolutionary theory into 
literary analysis, and so dismiss the subfield as an already-fading fad. It would be easy to claim, 
therefore, that this minor school of criticism, and its sociobiological foundation, is best ignored 
                                                     
22 Interestingly, the other two texts analyzed by Carroll in this chapter are not reduced to biography in quite the same 
way. Anna of the Five Towns by Arnold Bennett depicts a woman who desires an “omega male,” even though she 
marries an appropriate “alpha male” (Literary Darwinism… 141). Carroll sees this as the result of the author’s 
misunderstanding of female sexuality, so that his heroine’s “sexuality and her maternity have been strangely and 
perversely blended” (Literary Darwinism… 142). Hardy’s Tess of the D’Urbervilles is read as a successful effort at 
shaking off “traditional religious beliefs and…[taking] individual responsibility for organizing new systems of 




by those who find it problematic. At the same time, however, Literary Darwinism has provoked a 
fair amount of interest in the popular press, generating coverage in such unlikely places as The 
Guardian, The New York Times, and The Colbert Report. 23 This suggests both that Literary 
Darwinism is skilled at marketing itself, and that the audience for these publications is invested 
in scientific explanations of literary representations ,24 and may (still) find gender essentialism to 
be a satisfying explanation.  
At the same time as this determinism persists, women, especially women who, like the 
characters I examine in this project, are young, healthy, financially comfortable, and married are 
still strongly pressured to pursue motherhood. In a 2009 study of voluntary childlessness Maura 
Kelly reports that “nearly all childless women felt that they faced some disapproval from friends 
and family…[and] believed that they were viewed …as selfish, abnormal, immature, 
unfortunate, unnatural, unhappily married, irresponsible, maladjusted, unfulfilled…” (165). 
Many were also confronted by the pervasive belief that they would eventually change their 
minds; in other words, that maternal instinct would inevitably kick in to override their unnatural 
childlessness; one respondent bemoaned, “I am too young to know what I want, if what I want is 
not to be a mother. It would be different if I wanted to be a mother. I would not be too young 
then” (Kelly 166). This individual pressure often combines with larger concerns that too many 
women are waiting longer to have children, or having fewer (or no) children, concerns that are 
greeted with doomsday predictions of a coming demographic collapse.25 Women who choose not 
                                                     
23 See Jonathan Kramnick’s 2011 “Against Literary Darwinism” in Critical Inquiry for examples of both the 
public’s fascination with the movement and its lack of acceptance within academia. 
24 Nor are they the only ones, of course. Though the academy has greeted Literary Darwinism with skepticism, there 
is a growing interest in interdisciplinary work that examines literature through a scientific or objective lens. See for 
example, Lisa Zunshine’s work on literary studies and cognitive psychology, and the entire field of the digital 
humanities. 




to have children both individually stigmatized and pre-emptively blamed for a national collapse; 
clearly, despite myriad social advances, there is still plenty of anxiety surrounding non-
reproductive female bodies. 
With women’s bodies, both reproductive and not, still very much the center of debates 
and dialogues that scholars may wish had ended in the nineteenth century, I argue that we cannot 
simply ignore even this narrow strand of theory that reduces fictional female bodies to maternal 
impulses, but must actively counter it, using the very evolutionary biology that lends the field its 
aura of scientific authority. Doing so will both produce more complex and nuanced readings of 
childless female characters and will demonstrate the falsity of the assumption that evolution and 
feminism are incompatible. Evolutionary psychology is faulty, not only because feminists dislike 
its position on gender, but because the science it purports to understand does not actually support 
its conclusions. Only by thoughtfully engaging with this science can we dispose of the baggage 
surrounding evolution and gender as well as interrogate our persistently Victorian notions around 
childlessness. 
  
III. Feminist Darwinism  
The approach I employ in this project has its roots in the nineteenth-century feminist 
responses to Darwin as well as more recent responses to the essentialism of evolutionary 
psychology outlined below. Just as nineteenth-century feminists created a resisting counter-
narrative to the sexism of early evolutionary biologists, contemporary feminists have created a 
strong anti-essentialist counter-narrative to evolutionary psychology that engages in the matter of 
the body as shaped by evolution, while at the same time avoiding the material disengagement of 
purely constructionist feminism. Their work has influenced a more recent group of feminist 
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theorists, the neo-materialists or materialist feminists, who also seek a thoughtful re-engagement 
with science and the body. Some feminist materialists are particularly invested in excavating 
Darwin’s theories’ radical potential, as well as considering recent biological and primatological 
research that demonstrates the contingency of presumed universals in human behavior. I intend 
to use the work of these theorists as a framework through which to read nineteenth-century 
childless women characters, thus employing a corporeal evolutionary perspective, but without 
the flattening of complex urges and impulses that results from following the lead of Literary 
Darwinists.  
 As mentioned above, almost as soon as E. O. Wilson published Sociobiology, there was a 
very vocal backlash from those inside and outside of the scientific community; as importantly, 
however, there were also other theorists and scientists engaging in the same sorts of questions as 
Wilson and his compatriots, and maybe even aligning themselves with some sociobiological 
methods, but with very different aims and conclusions. These feminist evolutionists were and are 
devoted to understanding human behavior and its roots in natural and sexual selection, but they 
tend to emphasize the plasticity and context of behavior, rather than assuming that patterns 
developed in prehistory have been static ever since, and will continue to be so.  
 Feminist anthropologist Sarah Blaffer Hrdy, for example, looks at the origins of 
patriarchy and the trope of the coy female in her essay “Raising Darwin’s Consciousness.” She 
begins by asserting that examining pre-hominid mating patterns – that is, the cyclical mating 
patterns of apes and monkeys – is necessary for understanding the development of human sexual 
strategies. This sets her apart from sociobiologists who study pre-historical, but not pre-human, 
societies for clues to current behaviors. She argues that patriarchy is likely a result of male 
reproductive strategies developed over millions of years in response to female cyclical 
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polyandrous mating. The specifics of those findings are important, as they indicate that both 
males and females possess active reproductive and sexual strategies (rather than males’ acting 
and females’ reacting), but the assumptions and questions that lead to her conclusions are just as 
vital:  
…feminists have argued that patriarchy is a cultural and historical creation by men and 
women in a process that took some 2,500 years. By contrast, a Darwinian perspective--
without necessarily discounting historical processes involved--would lead us to push the 
search for patriarchy's origins millions of years earlier by asking the additional question 
of why so many hominid males and their patrilines experienced such an urgent need to 
control females. Far from preserving an oppressive status quo, sociobiological analyses 
provide important insights for those who seek social change…More important, 
evolutionary analyses illustrate why it is simply good science, not just "political 
correctness," to take into account the perspective of both sexes. (28) 
In Hrdy’s argument, male preferences for chaste and beautiful women and female preferences for 
wealthy and powerful men are not static, innate desires, but rather the result of both evolution 
and history pushing resources out of the control of women and women into the control of men. 
And because these are acquired, rather than innate preferences, changes in environment can 
always alter or reverse them. 
Hrdy is one of many feminist evolutionists in the scientific community who push against 
the essentialist assumptions of both Darwin himself and many evolutionary psychologists. 
Biologist Anne Fausto-Sterling, psychologist Carol Tavris, evolutionary biologist Patricia 
Gowaty, to name just a few others, also all actively incorporate feminist concerns into their 
research. Contrary to what some like Wright would argue, this group maintains that they are not 
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needlessly injecting politics into science, but rather recognizing that they, like all scientists, 
possess political perspectives. As Gowaty argues in the introduction to Feminism and 
Evolutionary Biology, “what it means to be self-consciously political is that one is…in a 
scientifically better position relative to those who are unaware of the political and social force 
potentially affecting their science…” (14). Feminist evolutionists are aware of their own 
feminism and how it affects their work, while, on the other hand, evolutionary psychologists 
disingenuously maintain that there is nothing inherently political about insisting on the 
biologically limited capacities of women and the inevitable doom of feminism.  
The feminist evolutionary perspective, while just as (if not more) scientific than 
evolutionary psychology, has contributed to a version of Darwinism that is less concerned with 
human universals and more focused on human adaptability, contingency and variety. Feminist 
Darwinism is just as enthusiastic about evolutionary biology, but instead of promulgating one, 
rigid truth (something like a Key to All Mythologies), feminist Darwinism argues for a flexible, 
shifting truths, in which bodies and environments are constantly acting, reacting, and changing. 
It is this version only that equips readers to analyze the complex motivations and impulses of the 
characters I examine in this project, arguing that their non-reproductivity may mean several 
somethings other than just failure.   
This possibility is clearly implied by work that feminist evolutionists have produced 
around maternal instinct. Sarah Blaffer Hrdy’s Mother Nature: Maternal Instincts and How They 
Shape the Human Species, for example, is in many ways a celebration of the power of maternity 
and the strength of the mother-infant bond. Unlike Darwin, Hrdy allows, however, for the 
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naturalness of non-nurturing behavior from human mothers, up to and including infanticide.26 
She takes Hetty Sorrel from George Eliot’s Adam Bede as an example of “what happens…when 
an unwed teenage, sufficiently well-fed to ovulate but lacking social support finds herself 
pregnant” (288). Hetty’s abandonment of her newborn is horrifying, Hrdy admits, but entirely 
explicable. “…Hetty is not crazy; she merely falls at the noninvesting end of the continuum of 
maternal responsiveness found among mothers who give birth at a young age, under poor 
circumstances, or with insufficient…support” (289). Nor is she alone – Hrdy reveals the 
prevalence of infanticide and abandonment throughout Western civilization, from the infant 
exposure of the Greeks to the poorly-run foundling hospitals of nineteenth-century Europe. It 
follows that if maternal instinct is more complex and varied than the nurturing sacrifice that 
Darwin and his followers envisioned, then female instinct might also include more open-ended, 
complex behaviors than nurturing maternal behaviors.  
Interestingly, despite his professed conservative view of female capacity, there is also 
evidence that Darwin himself was more interested in the flexibility and variety inherent within 
evolutionary systems than with positing universal behaviors.27 His own texts are rife with 
instances of change and uncertainty, and shockingly few depictions of static relations. One could 
closely read many of his observations to see this perspective – his interest in barnacles, for 
example, provides a clear view of his fascination with non-binary sexual arrangements; his 
assertion that men gained the power of choice from women contains within it the unspoken 
possibility that women could wrest that power back – but, one really need only look at the final 
                                                     
26 Darwin allowed for the naturalness of what he termed “maternal hatred” in certain animals, like bees, but argues 
that it is “most rare” while maternal love is omnipresent (Origin of Species 196). He only addresses human 
infanticide as one of several inhibition on the operation of natural selection and a mark of a barbarous society.  
27 Several literary scholars have engaged with the radical potential (or at least flexibility) within Darwin’s writing. 
For example, see Susan McCabe’s “Survival of the Queerly Fit: Darwin, Marianne Moore and Elizabeth Bishop,” 
Richard Kaye’s The Flirt’s Tragedy, and George Levine’s Darwin Loves You: Natural Selection and the Re-
Enchantment of the World. 
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paragraph of On the Origin of Species for a concise illustration of his fascination with dynamic, 
rather than static, nature:  
It is interesting to contemplate a tangled bank, clothed with many plants of many kinds, 
with birds singing on the bushes, with various insects flitting about, and with worms 
crawling through the damp earth, and to reflect that these elaborately constructed forms, 
so different from each other, and dependent upon each other in so complex a manner, 
have all been produced by laws acting around us…There is grandeur in this view of life, 
with its several powers, having been originally breathed by the Creator into a few forms 
or into one; and that, whilst this planet has gone circling on according to the fixed law of 
gravity, from so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful 
have been, and are being evolved. (507) 
In Darwin’s final image of nature, the only fixed force is gravity – animals, plants, and their 
relations to one another are tangled, complex, beautiful, and, above all, always changing. Darwin 
does not posit clearly defined roads toward one imagined higher goal, but rather continual 
movement, plural paths, and endless possibilities. 
 This version of Darwinism, supported by both his own writings and echoed by the 
research of feminist evolutionists has proven to be attractive to the feminist theorists of science 
who call themselves the neo-materialists or materialist feminists. Unlike the social 
constructionist feminists mentioned above, neo-materialists insist that physical concerns like 
embodiment and biology are necessary for a politically effective feminism. The discursive 
feminism that arose in the 1970s, they argue, was incredibly useful, but ultimately limited 
because it left the material realm untouched by theory that could only account for the realm of 
culture; though it did “colonize” a fair amount of the material world for culture, such as 
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masculinity and femininity, physical “stuff” remained, including nature and the body as a 
product of evolution. In not dealing with the material, constructionist feminism implies that 
feminism cannot deal with the material, something that material feminism corrects. Stacy 
Alaimo explains the problem as, “…the more feminist theories distance themselves from 
“nature,” the more that very “nature” is implicitly or explicitly reconfirmed as the treacherous 
quicksand of misogyny” (4). Instead, in her view, nature should be seen as “agentic— it acts, and 
those actions have consequences for both the human and nonhuman world. We need ways of 
understanding the agency, significance, and ongoing transformative power of the world” (5). 
Material feminists “are developing theories in which nature is more than a passive social 
construction but…interacts with and changes the other elements in the mix, including the 
human…nature “punches back” at humans and the machines they construct to explore it in ways 
that we cannot predict” (7). Nature and the body should be respected and theorized as material 
entities – only then can feminists engage with and fully utilize the physical sciences. 
 Neo-materialism has led to exciting feminist work in a variety of fields: Karen Barad has 
used her expertise in theoretical physics to develop her idea of “agential realism;” Donna 
Haraway’s background in biology has informed her examinations of human engagements with 
animals and machines; Elizabeth Wilson considers neuroscientific breakthroughs when 
examining psychological theories and practices from a feminist standpoint. Most relevant for this 
project, however, is Elizabeth Grosz’s work on evolutionary theory. Like the feminist 
evolutionists mentioned above, Grosz celebrates the non-essentialist, non-teleological potential 
in Darwin’s works, asserting that: 
Darwin develops an account of the real that is an open and generative force of self-
organization and growing complexity, a dynamic real that has features of its own which, 
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rather than simply exhibit stasis, a fixed essence or unchanging characteristics, are more 
readily understood in terms of active vectors of change. (The Nick of Time… 19) 
Grosz particularly appreciates this potential in terms of Darwin’s concept of sexual selection. 
Where others viewed this process as mandating passive, coy femininity leading to maternity, 
Grosz believes that Darwin celebrates the power of desire, rather than just the drive toward 
reproduction. Though sexual selection “ensures that sexual difference remain, at least into the 
foreseeable future of the human, and beyond – irreducible and impossible to generalize into a 
neutral or inclusive humanity,” still, “…it is not a measurable, definable difference between 
given entities with their own characteristics but an incalculable difference that reveals itself only 
through its temporal elaborations” (The Nick of Time… 67). That is, sex is not a fixed, stable 
identity leading an organism along one set path, it is not essential or deterministic; rather, it is the 
result of and continuing factor in active, ever-changing, complex interactions of beauty and 
desire.28 
 Grosz also believes that Darwin establishes a sexual fitness that is not necessarily the 
same as reproductive success (though it has often been read as such).  
Darwin himself, however, is much more subtle than his followers: for him, the criterion 
[of success] is not clearly measured by reproductive outcomes (i.e. progeny), but perhaps 
by reproductive taste! The most successful or sexually attractive animals are not clearly 
those who produce the most offspring, but those who attain the right to choose their 
                                                     
28 Interestingly, as I will address in Chapter 3, Grosz also claims that Darwin’s conception of racial difference is 
similarly desire-driven. The races developed, according to Darwin, because of the gradual accumulation of different 
sexually-desirable traits in different parts of the world. This means that the races are not fixed, and do not have any 
inherent dissimilarities, but have simply grown apart – and may yet grow back together. Her chapter “The Evolution 
of Sex and Race” in The Nick of Time: Politics, Evolution and the Untimely goes into more detail. 
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sexual partners…their tastes, choices, preferences, are more likely to be satisfied. (The 
Nick of Time… 73)  
Sexual desires are inherited to a certain extent, but they are also a site of individual choice and 
desire. A sexual fitness that potentially uncouples sex and reproductive success would have 
obvious implications for an evolutionary theory that claims women are essentially maternal 
creatures, limited by their investment in their future offspring. It would also, Grosz claims, 
encourage a broader view of fitness that selects the population, or the family, instead of merely 
the individual. Where sociobiologists often struggle to account for the prevalence of 
homosexuality in human civilization or the animal kingdom, the idea that sexual success need 
not include offspring, leads to the theory that non-reproducing members of a group (including, 
one assumes, the characters I treat below) may have some utility to the group as a whole – a 
premise suggested by Darwin’s own examination of drones in insect communities.  
I argue that a view of Darwin and evolution that attends to the malleability and openness 
of organisms and genders within an evolutionary system is not only the scientifically stronger 
perspective, but also the most persuasive framework to apply to literary considerations. While 
Literary Darwinists find value in the determined structure and human universals of evolutionary 
psychology, feminist evolutionists demonstrate that biological forces are rarely so clear cut. Neo-
materialist theorists further maintain that any view of evolution that argues for stable identities 
misses the non-essentialist nature bound only by change and time that Darwin himself describes. 
Evolutionary literary criticism need not necessitate applying a rigid, set universal narrative onto 
the complex and various experiences and characters; instead, it can recognize the variety and 
changeability of natural forces, and the diversity of biological urges, while still acknowledging 
the body and the mind (and, therefore, the novel) as forces shaped by evolution.  
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To understand what a feminist Darwinian reading offers that a Literary Darwinist 
readings does not, it first may be useful to consider a brief example. In his book, The Literary 
Animal, Joseph Carroll provides a sketch reading of Pride and Prejudice that differs slightly 
from the one mentioned above. In Carroll’s conception, Austen’s novel is fundamentally about 
sexual selection; the most evolutionarily fit male seeking and mating with the most 
evolutionarily fit female: 
Everyone wants to marry well in terms that are common knowledge among evolutionary 
sexual theorists – the women want wealth and status in their men, and the men want 
youth and beauty in their women. But the single most important criterion for registering 
personal quality in the novel is the degree to which both men and women rise above this 
basic standard and require also qualities of excellence in character and in mind. (“Human 
Nature…” 207) 
In Carroll’s view, Austen’s novel is the tale of the wealthy Darcy finding the beautiful Elizabeth, 
recognizing that the other also possesses the additional benefits of character and wit, and 
combining their traits and resources to create a stronger, fitter next generation. I would not argue 
that this is necessarily incorrect – and many non-evolutionary readings of the text would support 
aspects of Carroll’s attentive observations about text’s belief in the importance of harmony in 
character and mind. In insisting upon the static nature of the foundation of both male and female 
desires, however, Carroll must ignore the other relational currents, also reflective of biological 
urges and evolutionary impulses, that course throughout the novel. This project will look at the 
importance of sororal relations in the text in Chapters Four and Five, but even the purely erotic 
relations in the text do not conform to Carroll’s assumptions, specifically those that surround the 
characters of Lydia and Wickham.  
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Even though Wickham flirts with Elizabeth and marries the young and vivacious Lydia, 
he spends the majority of the novel trying to make a very different kind of match, one in which 
he trades on powers of attraction to ensnare a young woman of resources: “The sudden 
acquisition of ten thousand pounds was the most remarkable charm of the young lady to whom 
he was now rendering himself agreeable; but Elizabeth…did not quarrel with him for his wish of 
independence. Nothing, on the contrary, could be more natural…” (116). Literary Darwinists 
would quibble with Elizabeth’s use of the word “natural,” arguing that Wickham is reduced to a 
fundamentally feminine position because of the unnatural distribution of wealth that leaves him 
without resources to attract women through more typically male methods. Feminist Darwinists, 
on the other hand, would see Wickham’s actions as indicative of the flexibility of reproductive 
strategies in the face of changing environments. Men of different classes must necessarily pursue 
different paths to reproductive success, even though they share the same physical environment. 
Wickham’s use of “feminine” weapons like charm and beauty are no less natural than Darcy’s 
deployment of his estate as a demonstration of his resources and character. Readers may not 
approve of his character, but his method of courtship is certainly not unique to him. 
Lydia’s own desires also do not conform to essentialist expectations; she is attracted, or 
at least receptive, to almost every eligible man in the novel, without consideration for their 
resources or ability to support her eventual children. Her desire to be “tenderly flirting with at 
least six officers at once” suggests that she is promiscuous with her affections – the very opposite 
of the naturally coy female (178). There are signs that she inherited this polyandrous propensity 
from Mrs. Bennet, who fondly remembers a time, “when I liked a red coat myself very well—
and, indeed, so I do still at my heart” (21). The young Mrs. Bennet was able to couple her sexual 
interests with an understanding of financial necessity when she married her comparatively well-
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off husband – and her marital strategy would have succeeded quite well if she had produced a 
male heir, it must be said – but Lydia inherits only her mother’s tastes without her choices. She 
chooses the red coat, without any thought of practical matters for herself or any potential 
children. Any maternal instinct Lydia possesses, rather than being fundamental to her character, 
is well-buried beneath her sexual desires. 
The eventual marriage between Lydia and Wickham does not, therefore, reflect 
determinist evolutionary forces, but rather suggests that desire is adaptive to environment. 
Austen may not approve of their match – though not because Wickham is beautiful and Lydia is 
non-maternal, but rather because of the selfishness that each demonstrates – but it is hardly 
counter to nature. A less deterministic Darwinism, therefore, has obvious advantages for 
understanding the multiple plots and instincts at play within a given text, without asserting that 
they are all in response to one, unchanging universal. It has particular utility, I argue, for those 
characters who do not reflect the expectation of coy femininity and nurturing maternity. This 
includes both the passionate Lydia and the childless female characters that essentialist theory 
would view as tragic failures for failing in what must be their one true goal.  
 
IV. Feminist Darwinist Reading in Practice 
In the following four chapters I use feminist Darwinism as a literary method to examine 
childless women in nineteenth-century British novels. The first half of the remainder of this 
project closely examines two canonical childless female characters – Bertha Mason of Jane Eyre 
and Estella of Great Expectations. Both of these characters are depicted in their novels as 
somewhat monstrous in their lack of proper femininity; Bertha’s madness renders her animalistic 
while Estella’s lack of feeling makes her more machine than woman. These characterizations, 
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combined with their mutual infertility, have led to both figures being read as unnatural women 
whose bodies have failed to provide them with the necessary humanizing instincts. I resist this 
assumption, however, and instead explore the possible biological drives and urges other than 
maternal instincts that may be operating in their narratives to determine how their evolutionary 
energies are deployed, if not in reproduction. The two women’s divergent fates – one dead, one 
living possibly happily ever after – contradicts the assumption that their reproductive status is the 
sole determining factor in their futures 
In Chapter Two I argue that Bertha’s actions while she is held captive in the attic of 
Thornfield Hall become more legible if we read her violent outbursts as efforts at competition 
and cooperation with Jane, rather than frustration at her stunted marriage. In her “madness” 
Bertha still manages to warn Jane of the illegitimacy of her upcoming marriage to Rochester and 
attack those who are most responsible for her imprisonment, suggesting that her instincts for 
revenge and alliance are still intact, despite her reproductive stagnation. I also consider what the 
text mentions about Bertha’s life in the West Indies to suggest that her mental decline during her 
marriage is more the result of a hostile social and physical environment rather than an inherent 
pathology in her body. In Bertha, I argue, Bronte gives her readers a woman who has been 
pushed to unfitness because of her surroundings, rather than just a non-maternal monster.     
Chapter Three examines Estella’s relationship to her adopted and biological parents and 
argues that her fraught origins suggest Dickens’s commitment to collapsing the evolutionary 
dichotomy of inheritance and environment. I also contend that Estella’s unfruitful marriage to 
Bentley Drummle indicates Dickens’s recognition of an incalculable element of individual 
preference within sexual selection – Estella may not accept Drummle’s proposal in spite of his 
being an unlikely future father, but because of it. Childlessness could be a state that she actively 
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pursues rather than accidentally achieves. This chapter concludes by arguing that Dickens 
deliberately tangles the generational lines of influence to suggest a more reciprocal relationship 
between parents and children than deterministic Darwinism would allow.    
The second half of this project looks as characters who channel their familial energies 
toward sororal relations instead of or alongside romantic ones. The characters treated in this half 
are often childless for the duration of their narratives, but may explicitly or implicitly enter into 
motherhood at their novels’ conclusions. Their eventual maternity does not, however negate or 
minimize the sororal energies that they expend on their way to reproductive fulfillment. Instead, 
the blending of maternal and sisterly roles throughout these characters’ lives suggests that 
maternal and sororal instincts can and do coexist. Assuming the primacy of maternal instinct to 
the female experience ignores the multiple biological relations that exert their influence within 
these women’s fictional bodies.  
Chapter Four specifically looks at the evolutionary strategies of sibling sacrifice 
represented by Elizabeth Bennet of Pride and Prejudice, Marian Halcomb of The Woman in 
White, and Gwendolen Harleth of Daniel Deronda. These characters employ different strategies 
of sacrifice with different results, but each narrative demonstrates the strength of their sibling 
relationships, whether healthy or not. I argue therefore that these sisterly bonds should not be 
read as subordinate to erotic or potentially maternal ones, but rather as formative in their own 
right.  
The final chapter extends my examination of sororal bonds to sister relationships in 
which the elder sister “reproduces” herself in her younger sister; In what I term lateral descent, 
figures like Mansfield Park’s Fanny Price and Tess from Tess of the D’Urbervilles manipulate 
circumstances so that their younger sisters might tread the same paths as they did, but with 
44 
 
significant improvements. These characters therefore ensure the success of their larger family 
unit, even though they have not (or not yet, in Fanny’s case) born children. These relationships 
therefore suggest the possibility for generational influence beyond maternity and descent without 
reproduction. 
In restricting my view to childless women characters of nineteenth-century British 
novels, I do not argue that they are the only characters who could be read through a feminist 
Darwinian lens, but rather that they are especially in need of such analysis, given the persistent 
mis-readings around both evolution and childless women. I include characters from texts before 
and after Darwin’s theories were popularized, by authors who were both aware of them and the 
resulting evolutionary conversation, and those who wrote during an earlier time and could not 
have been engaging with his particular ideas. The earlier nineteenth century, prior to the 
publication of Darwin’s texts, was still a time of biological exploration and evolutionary 
theorizing. The ideas that would become clarified in Origin of Species and The Descent of Man 
were circulating in the decades before its writing, in both scientific texts and literature. Social 
considerations other than the evolutionary debate, such as the intensifying conversation 
surrounding women’s education, the laws regarding marriage and property, the growing 
inclination toward family planning, and the overwhelming popularity of the domestic novel, also 
make this wider period a particularly rich time for interrogating issues surrounding gender and 
the body. Scientific and feminist concerns were inescapable throughout the century, just as they 
are now, and even authors who were not consciously addressing those issues nevertheless 
absorbed and reflected an atmosphere of questioning women’s place in nature and society. 
The diversity of the figures I examine and the depictions of their biological drive and 
evolutionary instincts demonstrates the value of literature in mirroring a complex and shifting 
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natural world. Even when the dominant scientific discourse of the time argued for simplicity and 
determinism, these authors explored flexibility and change. Through their words, we can see that 
childless women are not simple failures, unfruitful branches of an extinct family tree, but rather 





Chapter 2: The Monstrous, Non-Reproductive Body of Bertha Mason 
I emphasize female sexual activity but, as always in such debates, reality exists in a plane distinct 
from that predefined by the debate. In this case, reality is hours and hours, sometimes months 
and months, of existence where sexual behavior is not even an issue, hours where animals are 
walking, feeding, resting, grooming. 
Sarah Blaffer Hrdy, “Empathy, Polyandry, and the Myth of the Coy Female,” 136 
What it was, whether beast or human being, one could not, at first sight, tell: it grovelled, 
seemingly, on all fours; it snatched and growled like some strange wild animal: but it was 
covered with clothing, and a quantity of dark, grizzled hair, wild as a mane, hid its head and face. 
 Charlotte Bronte, Jane Eyre, 342 
 
 
  In focusing on the childless women of Britain’s nineteenth-century novels from the 
theoretical perspective outlined in the previous chapter, it is necessary to shift focus from what 
these characters are – childless – to what they are doing – many, many different things. That is, 
instead of assuming the implied goal of female life is a state of nurturing maternity – and then 
judging the actions of characters based on how well they allow the character to achieve that 
desired state – I will examine the actions of individual female characters to analyze what 
complex, and even competing biological motivations are being depicted as at work within their 
fictional bodies. In doing so, I avoid the essentializing assumptions of mainstream nineteenth-
century evolutionists, who concluded that women were good for only one role and that that 
maternal role could only look one way, and instead develop a picture of non-maternity that 
allows for myriad actions and impulses within an evolutionary framework that still foregrounds 
physical instincts. 
  The adjustment I make in this project mirrors a larger change that has been occurring in 
the field of evolutionary biology throughout the last several decades in how sex and gender have 
been studied. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the followers of Darwin (and, arguably, 
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Darwin himself) largely framed the evolutionary narrative as a heterosexual, reproductive 
romance because that plot echoed the values of Victorian England. As cultural values have 
shifted toward appreciating, or at least recognizing, sexual drives and gender expressions that 
would not fit within that narrow framework, some evolutionary biologists have discovered those 
“new” energies have been present in nature all along. Joan Roughgarden, for example, conducted 
an extensive study of diversity in nature in her book Evolution’s Rainbow; she examines 
different expressions of gender, sexualities, family structures, and bodily organization and finds 
that “there are often more than two genders, with multiple types of males and females” in the 
animal kingdom (6). Because of this, she asserts that “the time has come to acknowledge the 
historical value of Darwin’s theory of sexual selection and move on” (6). That is, she believes 
that Darwin’s formulation of relatively rigid gender roles and focus on heterosexual sex renders 
his theory of sexual selection fundamentally invalid; in her view, sexual selection must be re-
thought from the ground up to include the diversity that is now acknowledgeable by the scientific 
community. Though this project does not go quite that far – I believe that sexual selection theory 
should be re-conceptualized to include the diversity of drives Roughgarden studies, rather than 
abandoned all together – I do agree with her fundamental argument that the evolutionary 
narrative includes much more than heterosexual, reproductive sex, as, I would add, does the 
nineteenth-century novel. Evolutionary literary criticism therefore needs to look beyond its focus 
on the marriage plot to include diverse physically-motivated desires and outcomes outside of sex 
and children.  
In broadening evolutionary criticism’s focus, presumptions surrounding evolutionarily-
rooted female identity and desire must undergo a similar expansion – and, in many recent 
biological studies, they have, though it has meant upending decades of established wisdom. The 
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deterministic assumptions of earlier biologists about the roles and capacities of women (and 
other female animals) were largely uncritically accepted until the 1970s, leading to a wealth of 
studies and observations concluding that females are naturally nurturing and maternally-
focused.29 These findings were, of course, also pre-existing assumptions ingrained into the 
thinking of those designing studies and performing observations, who would, often unthinkingly, 
ignore behavior contradicting what they saw as a foregone conclusion: “Research has focused on 
the way adult males maneuver for dominance while females attend to the tasks of mothering; it 
has neglected the manifestations of dominance and assertiveness in females themselves, behavior 
that sometimes brings females into conflict with males and with each other” (Hrdy The Woman 
That Never Evolved 2). Non-maternal (or non-traditionally maternal) activities were written out 
of the female narrative not because those activities were not occurring, but because their 
observers did not think to look for them.  
Once the 1960s and 1970s brought both second-wave feminism and more women to the 
sciences, feminist primatologists and biologists took on the task of filling in this earlier blind 
spot. Suddenly, females of many species were observed not only conceiving and nurturing the 
next generation, but also competing with males and one another for resources and securing their 
own status. Non-nurturing activities like aggressive jockeying for social rank through the control 
of territory and food sources were observed in female primates. For example, Alison Jolly’s 
study of lemur social behavior found that “females were dominant over males both in threats and 
in priority for food. Females at times bounced up to the dominant male and snatched a tamarind 
pod from his hand, cuffing him over the ear in the process” (Jolly 185). Female competition is in 
fact so prevalent that Sarah Blaffer Hrdy concludes, “the central organizing principle of primate 
                                                     
29 See examples of these studies, as well as their nineteenth-century predecessors, in the previous chapter.  
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social life is competition between females…Whereas males compete for transitory status and 
transient access to females, it is females who tend to play for more enduring stakes” (The Woman 
That Never Evolved 128). Rather than being wrapped up in mating and infant care, female 
primates are continually watching and fighting each other. 
In some cases, females were also observed avoiding becoming mothers, or failing to 
invest in the infants they did conceive. Low-ranking females in certain species, for example, 
physically respond to their lower status by ceasing ovulation “Deferment of reproduction for a 
malnourished mother or stressed animal would be adaptive insofar as it allowed her to conserve 
resources until a more favorable opportunity to breed arises” (Hrdy, The Woman That Never 
Evolved 108). Similarly, if an infant fails to thrive, or becomes a target for violence, its mother 
may abandon it or fail to protect it against violence. Instead of being driven to reproduce and 
nurture in any and all circumstances, therefore, female animals consider their own needs and 
desires and surrounding circumstances, sometimes coming to the conclusion that maternity may 
not be in their best interest.  
This is even, or perhaps especially, true for women and girls, including those who seem 
biologically or socially primed for reproduction. For example, Hrdy observes that “when young 
women are given a choice between having children and improving their lot in life, most opt for 
the latter” in contradiction to traditional Darwinian expectations (Hrdy Mother Nature… 9). Nor 
does financial security always result in increased maternal impulses; in fact, the opposite may be 
true. Wealthier women with greater access to resources tend to have lower birthrates than women 
who must struggle to provide for all their offspring (Hrdy Mother Nature… 9). Similarly, Hrdy 
asserts that active female competition is no doubt present in women, just as it is in their ape 
counterparts: “Women are no less competitive than other primates, and the evidence will be 
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forthcoming when we begin to devise methodologies sufficiently ingenious to measure it” (The 
Woman That Never Evolved 129). The supposedly inviolable maternal instinct is therefore not so 
universal as previously assumed; motherhood “naturally” encompasses many stereotypically 
non-maternal activities, and femaleness “naturally” encompasses an avoidance, either conscious 
or not, of maternity. 
 As scientific expectations of evolution and maternity were adjusted, and biologists and 
primatologists looked beyond the assumption of a fundamental female reproductive identity, 
toward conditional drives, many feminist theorists encouraged a related conceptual shift from 
essential identity to contingent relations, especially in dealing with the body and the 
environment. This change has been envisioned as a way to move away from both traditional 
humanism, with its problematic essentialism and the strict discursive conception of bodies. Both 
traditions have the unfortunate tendency of depicting the matter of the body as passive “stuff” 
onto which either an inborn essential identity or language inscribes form and meaning. To 
remedy this tendency, neo-materialists have re-theorized the matter of nature and the body as 
both active and inter-active with one another; instead of language or essence unidirectionally 
inscribing form onto matter, matter, language, and environment create relations that shape both 
individuals and the world. This premise obviously counters any essentialization of maternity to 
female experience (the female body cannot be driven to only one thing, but acts and reacts in 
relation to ever-changing circumstances), but also resists the linguistic tradition that would deny 
any fundamental material agency. 
Individual theorists have taken this basic principle and devised concepts intended to 
elucidate relations between the body and its environment. Stacy Alaimo’s theory of trans-
corporeality, for example, emphasizes that the physical body is not a separate, contained being, 
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but rather a porous, active agent in constant contact with nature. Her theory, “in which the 
human is always intermeshed with the more-than-human world, underlines the extent to which 
the substance of the human is ultimately inseparable from “the environment”” (2). Similarly, 
Elizabeth Grosz believes that “…we need to understand the body, not as an organism or entity in 
itself, but as a system, or series of open-ended systems, functioning within other huge systems it 
cannot control, through which it can access and acquire its abilities and capacities” (The Nick of 
Time… 3). She finds inspiration in the concept of evolutionary “becoming” (rather than “being”) 
to highlight time, movement, and relations over identity and essence. These are only two of 
many theorists demonstrating the necessity of destabilizing formerly fixed biological identities 
and emphasizing physical, material relations between the body and its surroundings. As the 
above overview of primatological developments demonstrates, not only is the neo-materialist 
lens useful for feminist political work, but it also more accurately reflects the growing scientific 
understanding of how bodies operate in nature. 
In considering these scientific and theoretical shifts as in conversation with one another, 
we can come to several conclusions that can serve as foundational principles in an evolutionary 
literary criticism that is able to thoughtfully interpret non-maternal female characters: 
Evolutionary biology is not all about reproductive heterosexual sex, but rather encompasses 
many competing drives that can change depending on circumstances. Women are not only driven 
to become mothers, but rather weigh reproductive desires (when they are present at all) alongside 
many other desires for security, prosperity, and self-actualization. Reproductive identity is a less 
useful evaluative category than activity and interactivity. The fictional bodies of childless 
characters, like the real bodies of childless women, cannot be reduced to their infertility, but 
contain a multitude of instincts. Thus, properly performed, and against expectations, 
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evolutionary criticism can offer a critical method naturally in opposition to totalizing narratives – 
a sort of anti-Key to All Mythologies – as long as behaviors and outcomes are not shoehorned 
into a rigid pre-existing framework, but rather are examined on their own terms without 
assumptions as to what is natural or unnatural for women. 
The following two chapters use these principles to focus on the iconic characters of 
Bertha Mason from Jane Eyre and Estella Havisham of Great Expectations as illustrative 
examples of what women may be doing when they are not (or do not seem to be) pursuing 
reproductive success, but still experience evolutionary pressures from outside of and within their 
own literary bodies. These two are useful to place alongside one another because not only does 
neither of them have a child (at least not within the scope of their respective narratives), but they 
also appear to embody two differing negative stereotypes of “abnormal” women: the psycho 
bitch and the ice queen. In analyzing such seemingly unattractive cases – Bertha, who is too 
much and Estella, who is not enough woman – I hope to demonstrate that their actions are, in 
fact, explicable and natural within a framework that does not automatically concede that they are 
feminine failures.  
 
I. The Bad Animal in the Attic  
 Bertha Mason has been a popular subject of critical focus for decades, with evocative 
readings focusing on her character in relation to race, gender, empire, psychology, and many 
more themes. Bronte’s intense, evocative language surrounding the character’s material 
presence, however, encourages readers to pay particularly close attention to how she describes 
Bertha’s body and the physical instincts at play in the character’s behavior. Bertha is an 
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intensely, almost solely, corporeal character, making her an especially appropriate subject of an 
evolutionary reading seeking to explicate those vital instincts. 
Bertha’s body is the focus of the text’s initial revelation of her existence. When Jane Eyre 
first meets Mr. Rochester’s secret mad wife, she is so stunned by the sheer force of Bertha’s 
physicality, that she cannot recognize her as a human woman: “…a figure ran backwards and 
forwards.  What it was, whether beast or human being, one could not, at first sight, tell: it 
grovelled, seemingly, on all fours; it snatched and growled like some strange wild animal… a 
quantity of dark, grizzled hair, wild as a mane, hid its head and face” (342). In her confusion, 
Jane sees Bertha as a “clothed hyena” before Grace Poole’s use of feminine pronouns confirms 
that they are viewing a woman, and in fact, her lover’s wife (342). Once Bertha is identified, 
however, she becomes no less frightening to Jane, who remains in awe of her excessive body, of 
her sheer materiality. “She was a big woman, in stature almost equalling her husband, and 
corpulent besides…”  (342). Jane is shocked when, in a tussle with Rochester, Bertha “showed 
virile force in the contest—more than once she almost throttled him, athletic as he was” (342). 
Mr. Rochester echoes Jane’s focus on Bertha’s unruly appearance when he explicitly compares 
his current and future wives: “…look at the difference!  Compare these clear eyes with the red 
balls yonder—this face with that mask—this form with that bulk; then judge me…” (343). His 
certainty that the assembled audience will understand his preference for Jane is of course linked 
to Bertha’s evident insanity, but her insanity is written specifically on her animal-like body. Jane 
has a proscribed (and small) form, while Bertha only has “bulk.” The mere thought of marriage 
to such an evident monster, Mr. Rochester believes, will allow anyone to understand his 
concealment of their relationship. 
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In this scene, and Bertha’s other briefer appearances, Bertha’s body is repeatedly and 
deliberately depicted as taxonomically confusing; she seems to exist on the porous border 
between woman and animal, inhabiting characteristics of both a bad, wild creature and a 
vengeful, mad wife. This uncertainty makes her frightening and unpredictable; her violence 
manifests itself in both deliberate actions, such as lighting fires and destroying Jane’s wedding 
veil, and uncontrolled beastly explosions, as when she attacks her visiting brother, who marvels 
“she bit me…she worried me like a tigress…” (250). Even that incident, however, is not 
uncomplicatedly animalistic, as Mason remembers her speaking to him during her attack – as no 
mere beast could – crying, “she said she’d drain my heart” (251). Rochester blames Bertha’s 
behavior on the demonic force of her madness, saying, “…my wife is prompted by her familiar to 
burn people in their beds at night, to stab them, to bite their flesh from their bones, and so on” 
(351, emphasis in original). Whatever her motivations, Bertha cannot be trusted to act entirely as 
a woman or entirely as a beast, and instead blends the often-violent impulses of both roles.  
This is not to claim, however, that Bertha is the only character in the novel to take on 
animal traits; Jane herself is compared with animals throughout the text. She is called a “bad 
animal” by her cousin John Reed, a “mad cat” by Bessie (13, 17), and her Aunt Reed remembers 
the younger girl’s early accusatory outburst by saying, “I felt fear as if an animal that I had 
struck or pushed had looked up at me with human eyes and cursed me in a man’s voice” (280). 
Mr. Rochester calls Jane a bird on several occasions; eventually she asserts, “I am no bird; and 
no net ensnares me; I am a free human being with an independent will, which I now exert to 
leave you” (297). Even so, she thinks of her heart as a bird with broken wings later in the text 
(377). Importantly, however, Jane’s animal nature is small, fleeting and (eventually) controlled; 
the reader understands her family’s assertions of her wildness to be a part of their larger 
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injustices toward her. Bertha, on the other hand, seems entirely at the mercy of her larger, more 
violent physical instincts, and a real danger to those around her. Jane is prey while Bertha is a 
predator of the novel’s wholly human characters. 
The novel’s interest in the lack of clear boundaries around Bertha evokes the anxieties 
spurred by the rise of biological materialism and evolutionary thought throughout the nineteenth 
century. In the decades prior to the publication of Bronte’s novel, the clear categories established 
by Charles Linnaeus and his system of taxonomy were proven to be more contingent and flexible 
than originally thought. This blurring of boundaries would eventually culminate in Darwin’s 
Origin of Species, in which he clearly states that very few firm borders exist within the natural 
world. “Certainly no clear line of demarcation has as yet been drawn between species and sub-
species...These differences blend into each other by an insensible series; and a series impresses 
the mind with the idea of an actual passage” (52). Darwin proves through exhaustive study that 
small changes within individuals accumulate over time to create new varieties that become new 
subspecies and then new species; the lines between seemingly unrelated plants and beasts are not 
permanent, but ever-shifting. Taxonomical divisions are imposed by humans seeking to 
categorize the natural world; they are not inherent to the species themselves. 
Though Darwin would not write his first major text until twelve years after the 
publication of Jane Eyre, the mutability of species had already been suggested by earlier 
evolutionists like Jean-Baptiste Lamarck and Robert Chambers. Chambers’ Vestiges of the 
Natural History of Creation was first released in 1844 – three years before the publication of 
Jane Eyre – and was incredibly popular.30 Chambers, who believed that species transmutation 
                                                     
30 Aubrey Mishou argues in her article “Surviving Thornfield: Jane Eyre and Nineteenth-Century Evolutionary 
Theory” that, though there is no proof of Bronte’s reading Chambers: 
 “…it is reasonable to suppose that she was exposed in some way to contemporary commentary regarding 
evolutionary works, if not the tracts themselves. As an educated person and avid reader, Bronte was 
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allowed for higher forms of life to develop from the lower animals, is especially pointed about 
what he terms degradation (and later thinkers would call devolution): the ability for populations 
to move “down” the evolutionary ladder, to a more primitive state. Chambers writes that, “…a 
human family, tribe, or nation, is liable, in the course of generations, to be either advanced from 
a mean form to a higher one, or degraded from a higher to a lower, by the influence of the 
physical conditions in which it lives” (217). Chambers’s own racist viewpoint led him to use this 
theory to argue for the superiority of European whites over what he saw as the more natural and 
“barbaric” Africans, but his readers inferred the obvious implication that all humans – black or 
white – have within them the capacity to regress to an earlier evolutionary stage and become 
more animal than man.31 If all of humankind arose from apes or lizards, then a certain amount of 
monkey-like beastliness must lurk in the bodies of all women and men. 
Bertha, whose body seems so completely outside of her own control (not to mention 
Rochester’s) serves as a focal point for exactly this anxiety, especially when combined with her 
failure to bear children. As mentioned in the previous chapter, evolutionary theory tends to 
equate individual fitness with successful reproduction, especially when the individual in question 
is female. Evidence of extinction and sterile mutations in both Chambers’s and Darwin’s works 
raised the stakes for personal childlessness when combined with implied devolution. Bertha’s 
                                                     
probably familiar with the theories of evolution such as those presented by thinkers akin to Robert 
Chambers in his 1844 Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation. It is similarly conceivable that, whether 
consciously or subconsciously, she was in some way influenced by this mode of thought in her writing of 
Jane Eyre.” (255) 
Chambers’ work was an immediate sensation and international best-seller; the Bronte sisters belonged to their local 
library and could very well have encountered the text, either directly or through reputation. 
31 Susan Bernstein terms this feeling “ape anxiety” and argues that it is especially prevalent in the generically 
confusing sensation fiction in the latter half of the nineteenth century. She particularly points to Marian Halcombe of 
A Woman in White (discussed in greater length in Chapter 4), and the eponymous Aurora Floyd, both of whom have 
notably large amounts of dark hair, suggesting a certain beastliness. Bertha, with her “thick and dark hair hanging 
long down her back,” shares this trait with her simian sisters. Bernstein connects the lack of boundary between beast 
and woman with the blurred generic boundaries that brought sensation fiction to prominence; a similar argument 
could be made about Bertha’s representing the intrusion of Gothic conventions into Jane’s realist novel. Aubrey 
Mishou’s work, cited below deals with a similar argument. 
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presumed biological and social function as a beautiful woman is to create the next generation; 
her failure to do so can be seen to imply that Bronte is writing her as a furtively flawed creation 
who ventured too far beyond the acceptable boundaries of humanity and was punished for it.  
Bertha’s apparent infertility is also particularly notable because of the novel’s insistence 
on both her former beauty and her implicitly active sexuality; she was clearly able to attract a 
sexual partner and willing to engage in potentially reproductive activities. Mr. Rochester 
remembers finding her extremely enticing when they first met; he states that his father, “told me 
Miss Mason was the boast of Spanish Town for her beauty: and this was no lie.  I found her a 
fine woman, in the style of Blanche Ingram: tall, dark, and majestic” (356). Nor was Rochester 
her only admirer: “All the men in her circle seemed to admire her and envy me…Her relatives 
encouraged me; competitors piqued me; she allured me” (356). He does not recall any complex 
conversations or learning anything of his eventual wife’s character during their early 
interactions; it was enough that she was beautiful and that he was interested. Their courtship and 
eventual union is, therefore, based almost entirely on the promise of sex rather than niceties like 
compatibility, friendship, or esteem; we can assume that the couple had an active honeymoon 
stage, and perhaps question that this period of passion did not result in pregnancy.32  
This question becomes more pressing once it becomes clear that Rochester may not have 
been Bertha’s only sexual partner. Once Rochester is disillusioned as to Bertha’s character, her 
many flaws are cast in an implicitly sexual light, suggesting that she may have had relations with 
more men than him, either before or during their marriage. He calls her mind “perverse,” likens 
                                                     
32 Obviously even the most amorous couples can have trouble conceiving for a variety of reasons, not all of them 
indicating problems, medical or otherwise. I do not argue that there are no reasonable circumstances under which 
Bertha and Rochester would not have produced a child, but rather that the evolutionary narrative understands 




her vocabulary to that of a “professed harlot,” and claims that she is “intemperate and unchaste” 
as well as “depraved” (357-358). He does not explicitly assert that Bertha was unfaithful, or that 
perhaps she had sexual appetites that were offensive to his proper British masculinity, but his 
visceral disgust with her behavior implies that her marital sins were at least partially sexual in 
nature. Bertha is therefore no virgin spinster, or even an untouched monstrosity, but a young, 
beautiful, sexually active woman who has “won” the courtship game and achieved marriage, but 
who nevertheless fails to gain the expected further evolutionary success of maternity.  
That Bertha and Rochester’s marriage did not result in children can be “blamed” on 
Bertha’s body rather than Rochester’s, both because of cultural assumptions and the evidence 
presented by the novel. The reproductive biology of the time would have granted greater 
responsibility, and, thus, greater guilt to women if a couple failed to reproduce.33 The text also 
demonstrates that Rochester is physically able to father children through his eventual son with 
Jane.34 Their child definitively proves that Rochester was always capable of siring children, 
given the proper partner; Bronte seems to be placing the fault for their marital infertility, 
therefore, with Bertha. 
 
II. Darwin’s Freak: Previous Evolutionary Readings of Bertha 
                                                     
33 Because the reproductive functions of menstruation, gestation, and lactation occur in the female body, any failure 
to perform those “essential” functions was seen as pathological. In a study on British attitudes toward male 
masturbation in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Lesley Hall notes that the “mechanisms of fertility were 
little understood, but nonetheless doctors were happy to recommend and perform major abdominal operations  
of sometimes dubious value on women to correct infertility, while neglecting to perform a simple and noninvasive 
test upon their husbands… this was part of a nexus of attitudes regarding male reproductive functioning as a simple 
healthy matter, unlike the innately pathological female system” (379). 
34 As well as, of course, his possible relationship to Adele, though that depends on how much one wants to believe 
the word of a French opera singer. Rochester asserts “I acknowledged no natural claim on Adèle’s part to be 
supported by me, nor do I now acknowledge any, for I am not her father,” but this seems to be based mostly on 
seeing nothing of himself in the girl, an admittedly shaky ground on which to determine lack of parentage, even if 
Jane accepts it. The novel ends with calling her and Rochester’s son his “first-born” and noting the likeness between 
the two’s “large, black, and brilliant” eyes. 
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Bertha’s insistent physicality has made her a target of evolutionary readings; her beauty, 
sexuality, and lack of children combined with her aforementioned animality has led those 
previous biological readings of Bertha’s character to interpret her as a symbol of evolutionary 
failure. For example, in her article “Am I a Monster? Jane Eyre Among the Shadow of the 
Freaks,” Chih-Ping Chen argues that the imagery and rhetoric involved in Bertha’s introduction 
echo the “many nineteenth-century displays of anomalous bodies-giants, dwarfs, Siamese twins, 
hermaphrodites, fat ladies, living skeletons, wild men, and noble savages…” (367). She sees 
these freak-show displays as explicitly linked to Darwin’s concept of monstrous varieties, or 
“defective products of the human species,” whose strangeness reassures a nervous Victorian 
public of their own normality (Chen 370). These creatures who possess what Darwin describes 
as “some considerable deviation of structure, generally injurious, or not useful to the species” 
tend toward short lives and infertility, as, of course, does Bertha (Origin….241).  
Other evolutionary readings, however, use their biological focus to push Bertha’s 
character into the service of an assumed courtship plot; these interpretations insist that her 
existence and her actions are only explicable in relation to romantic and reproductive desires, 
implicitly foreclosing the possibility of biological motivations outside of sex and children. An 
example of this can be found in Aubrey L. Mishou’s article “Surviving Thornfield: Jane Eyre 
and Nineteenth Century Evolutionary Theory,” which argues that Bertha’s death proves Jane’s 
“dominance and superiority in terms of natural sexual selection. Jane’s survival of Thornfield 
marks her as the “fittest” and allows her the right to procreation, thereby passing on her 
characteristic strengths to future generations, as signified by her winning of Rochester” (268). 
Mishou sees the novel as a notable example of female competition over an attractive mate; in her 
reading she uses modern evolutionary theory to challenge Darwin’s assertion that only males 
60 
 
actively compete for mates, and suggests that Bronte is foreshadowing a femininization of 
Rochester that will be completed with his end-of-novel injuries.  
Despite these excitingly feminist elements, however, Mishou’s argument hinges on her 
interpretation of Bertha’s actions as signs of her frustrated desire to reclaim Rochester from her 
romantic rival, Jane. Mishou argues that, “Bertha’s attacks on Rochester can imply a twisted 
expression of her drive to possess him…” (269). In this reading, Bertha’s acts of violence are not 
simply madness, or even anger at Rochester for his years of ill-treatment, but are explicable 
primarily in terms of sexual selection pressures – she fears being replaced by Jane as Rochester’s 
wife, and thus acts to remove Jane from Thornfield to secure her own reproductive future with 
her husband. And indeed, the text does imply that Bertha holds a fair amount of animosity 
toward Jane, and that that animosity escalates as the latter’s relationship with Rochester 
progresses. Bertha targets Jane in her attacks by, for example, tearing her wedding veil, and, after 
Jane has already fled, lighting her bed on fire. The novel does not, however, support Mishou’s 
view of Bertha’s motivations as entirely rooted in desire for Rochester.35 Rochester himself, in 
fact, is very clear about Bertha’s frank hatred for him, even before he takes the drastic step of 
locking her in the attic, and far before Jane enters the picture. He remembers that his wife 
“mingled my name with such a tone of demon-hate” when ranting on a hot West Indian night 
(359). Their marriage is not, as Mishou suggests, one of unequal passion where Bertha angrily 
pines for him while he moves on with a more suitable (and younger) woman; rather, both 
spouses despise each other because of their mismatched characters; Bertha’s madness allows her 
                                                     
35 Mishou does helpfully clarify that Bertha’s attacks are also “an expression of her recognition that losing him to a 
competitive mate would be to put her own existence in jeopardy,” thus implying that Bertha’s twisted desires may 
be about a desire for survival, as well as frustrated love (269). Still, the initial argument has the effect of reading all 
of Bertha’s actions as perverse impulses toward traditional marriage and maternity, instead of allowing that Bertha 
may have real, negative feelings for her captor that have nothing to do with her wish to be his wife.  
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to express her loathing through violent outbursts, while Rochester will not “use cruelty” – other 
than locking Bertha in the attic and denying her existence, of course (357).36  
 Other critics are not quite so explicit in defining Bertha primarily as a romantic rival, but 
nevertheless claim that her character ought to be read as a signal of Rochester’s potential 
suitability as a mate. Nancy Easterlin, for example, reads the novel as examining the damage that 
results from men viewing women as reproductive resources to be controlled, though they are 
both socially and biologically encouraged to do so. “Brontë clearly dramatizes the internal 
conflict between sexual control and the desire for a strong pairbond founded on autonomous 
individuality in the character of Edward Rochester” (Easterlin 397). In Easterlin’s estimation, 
Bertha serves as a reminder of Rochester’s instinctual drive to control women through a system 
that sees them as “objects of barter” (398). She exists, in other words, to give the romantic hero a 
complex past to overcome through his more equitable relationship with Jane. His (eventual) 
ability to do so makes him a worthy match for the virtuous Jane. Taking a different view, the 
popular introduction to evolutionary literary criticism, Madame Bovary’s Ovaries: A Darwinian 
Look at Literature, briefly comments that Rochester’s treatment of Bertha demonstrates his 
compassion: “Rochester shows unmistakably good behavior in that he commits resources to care 
for his crazy, scary wife” (Barash 88). They also claim that, “…in attempting to rescue Bertha, 
despite all her liabilities, Rochester demonstrated no small amount of devotion as well as 
courage” (Barash 88).37 Both the Easterlin article and the Barash text, though they come to 
                                                     
36 As I argue in more detail below, Bertha’s apparent distaste for Jane may be less about removing a romantic rival 
from the field and more intended to harm her most hated enemy’s ally; her intense focus on the governess could also 
be read as a failed attempt at female alliance. 
37 I must say how much I disagree with this, even though it has little to do with my larger argument. Charlotte 
Bronte and Jane are both appalled by Rochester’s behavior toward Bertha. After learning of Mrs. Bertha’s existence, 
Jane reprimands Rochester: “Sir…you are inexorable for that unfortunate lady: you speak of her with hate—with 
vindictive antipathy.  It is cruel—she cannot help being mad” (351). To see Bertha’s captivity as unproblematically 
worthy of praise simply because Rochester spent money on her care is to grossly misread both the situation and the 
text’s depiction of it. Even though Rochester commits financial resources toward Bertha’s confinement, he does so 
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opposite conclusions about Rochester’s character in relation to Bertha, use evolutionary theory to 
conclude that Bertha exists in Jane Eyre only to reveal something about Rochester that will have 
an impact on his relationship with Jane. Perhaps because she is a minor character in larger the 
marriage plot between Jane and Rochester, they do not consider that Bronte is depicting her as 
possessing internal evolutionary impulses of her own, and that those impulses might lead her 
away from the novel’s central love story.  
 In arguing that Bertha’s evolutionary impulses are involved in more than her sexual 
instincts and her failed motherhood, I do not claim that there is no value in these evolutionary 
readings of Jane Eyre that concentrate on the sexual aspects of the novel; the erotic desires 
expressed by Rochester, Jane, and Bertha, are incredibly important to the text and sexual drives 
are of course vital to the continuation of the evolutionary narrative. Assuming that these 
interpretations are the only ones offered by an evolutionary perspective, however, is to have a 
too-limited view of instinct and leads to an interpretation of Bertha’s body that is stiflingly 
results-oriented: Bertha does not achieve the presumed goal of sexual selection; she does not 
retain her mate and she does not reproduce. Thus, Bronte must be writing her as essentially 
flawed, or a side character in someone else’s more successful narrative of marriage and children. 
De-emphasizing that presumed endpoint of female existence, on the other hand, opens up other 
evolutionary readings of Bertha that illuminate her disruptive actions as Thornfield’s mad ghost 
and her natural connections to her environment, as well as other characters in the novel. 
 
                                                     
mostly so he can first live the life of a playboy in Europe and second falsely marry Jane while denying his wife’s 
existence. Money is not a substitute for compassion or understanding, a lesson that Rochester must learn more than 
once. Similarly, trying to rescue a woman he believed to be trapped in a locked room does not demonstrate devotion, 




III. Jane Eyre’s Failures of Sisterhood 
As the introduction to this chapter suggests, there is a grand tradition of ignoring non-
maternal or non-reproductively-focused female activities in primatology and evolutionary theory. 
While male competition for resources and mates has been observed in great detail, females are 
often depicted passively waiting for the results of said competition. “Alternative possibilities 
were neglected: that selection favored females who were assertive, sexually active, or highly 
competitive, who adroitly manipulated male consorts, or who were as strongly motivated to gain 
high social status as they were to hold and carry babies” (Hrdy The Woman That Never Evolved 
14). Though the idea of nurturing maternity as the focus of female life still holds a lot of power 
in even current evolutionary criticism, feminist evolutionary biologists have performed necessary 
reparative work in this area in the last several decades.  
One of the most important reassessments that has come out of this work is the challenge 
to the concept that maternity is a desirable state for all women of childbearing age. Women, like 
all females in nature, must balance investment in subsistence and reproduction. That is, she must 
decide whether to invest her necessarily limited energy in herself or in her offspring. Sarah 
Blaffer Hrdy examines this tension in the cases of women who choose to kill or more passively 
not invest in their infants and concludes that children born to women who are facing economic 
hardships or limited familial resources are less likely to invest in their newborns, and that those 
newborns are therefore less likely to survive. “In fact, few mothers were seeking to kill their 
babies. Many, however, were trying to reduce the toll infants born inopportunely would take on 
their well-being and future prospects” (Mother Nature 356). This may seem like a heartless 
calculation, but it is one that modern women on birth control perform all the time, with the 
benefit of medical intervention before becoming pregnant, rather than relying on post-partum 
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personal actions. Furthermore, choosing to limit their investment in inopportune offspring 
actually increases the overall success of those women – without inconvenient children, they are 
able to invest more in themselves and future offspring once they have the communities and 
resources to care for them fully.  
Unlike the women of Hrdy’s study, Bertha does not give birth to a child she kills or 
neglects, but rather she does not (as far as Rochester or the reader knows) become pregnant at 
all. As abhorrent as infanticidal mothers are, a woman who is sexually active and yet does not 
become pregnant also provoked anxieties in the Victorian imagination. There was the concern 
that, without “proof” any wanton woman could pass as an untouched virgin (a worry with which 
Rochester would be deeply familiar), and a concern that women may be surreptitiously 
controlling their own fertility through self-induced abortion, and other unsavory means. G. 
Greaves, a nineteenth-century studier of infanticide, recollects, “stories floating in society of 
married ladies whenever they find themselves pregnant, habitually beginning to take exercise, on 
foot or on horseback, to an extent unusual at other times, and thus making themselves abort” 
(cited in Banks 86). The circulation of these stories was mean to shock readers about the 
immorality of these wives, but at the heart of their prevalence is the tacit admission that many 
married women may have reasons to avoid pregnancy and children; Bertha’s infertility may be 
less a sign of bodily corruption than marital failure.  
Even though the reader is not privy to Bertha’s feelings on children (or anything else, of 
course), Jane Eyre does not depict Bertha and Rochester’s marriage as a hospitable environment 
for a child, even in its early days. The economic resources to care for the child would certainly 
have been present, but Bertha is completely cut off from family support. Familial support for 
young mothers, especially from their own mothers is certainly a factor in successful child-
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rearing.3839 Bertha’s mother is unable to provide any support to her daughter either before or 
after the latter’s marriage; Rochester says: “My bride’s mother I had never seen: I understood 
she was dead.  The honeymoon over, I learned my mistake; she was only mad, and shut up in a 
lunatic asylum” (356). Rochester himself completes Bertha’s familial isolation by removing her 
from her West Indian home. The only member of her family who is able to see her is her brother 
Richard, whom she viciously attacks though, in Rochester’s estimation, “he has some grains of 
affection in his feeble mind, shown in the continued interest he takes in his wretched sister” 
(356). Richard must go to great effort to visit her and publicly assert her existence on Jane’s 
aborted wedding day; he would struggle further to assist her in supporting her child.  
Of course, the non-maternal individual on whom Bertha’s hypothetical child would most 
strongly rely is the presumptive father, Rochester. Even by his own account, however, Rochester 
likely would not be a supportive father to Bertha’s offspring – even given the limited emotional 
expectations of Victorian fatherhood –  in large part because of his aforementioned doubts about 
his wife’s chastity, and therefore the paternity of any of her children. Female chastity is not a 
universal requirement for paternal investment40, but, in a patriarchal society like Victorian 
England, monogamy is expected from wives and straying is severely punished.41 Rochester can 
                                                     
38 There have also been many literary and cultural studies that touch on the benefits of close consanguineous ties for 
women embarking on marriage and reproduction. For example, Mary Jean Corbett’s Family Likeness: Sex, 
Marriage, and Incest from Jane Austen to Virginia Woolf and Talia Schaffer’s Romance’s Rival: Familiar Marriage 
in Victorian Fiction both address the additional security of marriages that kept women close to their families, most 
commonly through cousin marriage. 
39 Recent evolutionary research has supported this phenomenon; for example, the “grandmother hypothesis” posits 
that midlife menopause is an adaptive trait that encourages older women to invest in their daughter’s offspring, 
rather than producing more of their own (Hawkes, et al.). 
40 I expand this argument below using examples of adaptive female sexual aggression below. 
41 One could argue that Rochester’s patronage of Adele indicates that he is willing to support children that he 
believes are not his. Adele’s mother was not his wife, and, though he did break off their relationship because of he 
infidelity, he would not have been as shamed by it as by his wife’s. He would have far higher standards for Bertha, 
and would likely judge any “deception” by her in a far harsher light. It also important to note that he does not 
acknowledge Adele as his natural child, but only his ward, a clear distinction of responsibility that he would not be 
able to make with Bertha’s child.  
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be anticipated to behave like many other male primates, for whom, “paternal care is most 
intensive where monogamously mated men have a high certainty of paternity” (Hrdy, Mother 
Nature 226). He would likely provide for “his” child – his pride would prevent him from doing 
any less – but not nurture it with any great warmth. 
Given this lack of support, it is difficult to imagine a situation in which a child with 
Rochester would be a benefit to Bertha. Even if she bonded well with her infant, she would find 
it difficult to care for the child while she herself was under constant watch and confinement by 
her husband. She would not have the assistance of any of her female relatives (though hired 
servants would no doubt provide help), and the child would be suspected and probably loathed 
by its father, who would question its paternity and see it as the fruit of his wife’s diseased family 
tree – like her mother, “the true daughter of an infamous mother” (357). Even if Rochester did 
bond with his child, he would not despise its mother any less, and would therefore separate 
mother and child as soon as possible, and perhaps use the child against her mother, causing 
Bertha even greater grief than her captivity already gives her. Given her circumstances, it is easy 
to envision Bertha employing those nefarious wifely methods to avoid or terminate pregnancy 
throughout her marriage to Rochester. 
The many reasons contributing to Bertha’s childlessness must lead us to wonder, 
therefore, what activities her evolutionary instincts could have driven her toward if not 
reproduction. Put another way: What does Bronte depict Bertha as free or inspired to do because 
she does not have the responsibilities of or desire for motherhood? The simple answer seems to 
be that Bertha gleefully menaces the inhabitants of Thornfield Hall, Rochester and Jane most 
intensely. She laughs eerily, sets Rochester’s curtains on fire, destroys Jane’s veil, and directly 
attacks those who come to observe her in her captivity. The novel’s other characters see these 
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actions as manifestations of Bertha’s insanity, and therefore not worthy of greater scrutiny. On a 
biological level, however, I believe her behavior is understandable as a complex combination of 
competition and cooperation with the house’s inhabitants, especially Jane. Bronte does not see 
Bertha as simply a freak in the house; instead, she is an influential member of the Thornfield 
community whose actions, as off-putting as they are, have a substantial impact on others, and 
contribute to the destruction of a harmful environment and the eventual creation of the next 
generation. In evolutionary terms, those actions are, broadly, best characterized as competition 
and cooperation. 
As Mishou’s article, referenced above, indicates, one could read Bertha’s actions against 
Jane as spurred by instinctual female competition over a desired mate; Bertha senses that 
Rochester is interested in Jane, and thus, works to remove Jane from Thornfield to secure her 
own status as his wife and possible eventual mother to his children. This reading is too simple, 
however, and reduces Bertha’s character motivations to those of a woman scorned. The forces of 
female competition, properly understood are intricate, and often involve seemingly counter-
productive cooperative caring actions between women. Sarah Blaffer Hrdy uses the example of 
Gelada baboon harems to illustrate this point: when a young female in the community is 
threatened by a male, she fights back and “is joined by three other females from the same harem 
who stand their ground beside her. Together they chase the male” until the threat is gone (The 
Woman That Never Evolved 104). The same group of females, however, will compete with one 
another, sometimes viciously, for access to resources like food and territory. Given different 
circumstances, female baboons will either protect one another from outside threats, or become 
threats to each other. 
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It may be tempting to simply map the relations between Rochester, Jane, and Bertha onto 
this observed primate social structure and consider Jane and Bertha as a Rochester’s “harem” of 
female baboons but to do so would be a shallow reading, with little understanding of the 
necessarily different sexual strategies in Victorian England and the savanna. Instead, what I want 
to suggest is that the seemingly conflicting actions of competition and cooperation among 
baboons and other primates suggest that Bertha may similarly possess conflicting actions toward 
other women in her environment. That is, Bertha seeks to both help and harm Jane – she sees 
Jane as both an unwelcome competitor for the limited resources of Thornfield Hall and a 
potential ally in her quest to destroy Rochester and attain freedom.42 Neither Bertha’s violence 
against Jane or her possible attempts at assistance is “unnatural,” rather her body and 
circumstances motivate both behaviors. 
 Unlike Bertha and Rochester, whose interactions are fraught with violence and attempts 
at destruction, Bertha and Jane rarely directly interact. The first time that Jane glimpses her 
lover’s wife is the night before her own aborted wedding. Bertha sneaks into Jane’s room and 
destroys the expensive wedding veil that Rochester has purchased as a surprise for his new bride. 
Jane remembers the event as a dream, which she later relates to Rochester: 
 It seemed, sir, a woman, tall and large, with thick and dark hair hanging long down her 
back.  I know not what dress she had on: it was white and straight; but whether gown, 
sheet, or shroud, I cannot tell… she took my veil from its place; she held it up, gazed at it 
long, and then she threw it over her own head, and turned to the mirror… oh, sir, I never 
                                                     
42 There are many readings of Bertha as deeply connected to Jane, many of which designate her at the latter’s dark 
double. For example, Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s foundational analysis of the novel in The Madwoman in the 
Attic calls Bertha Jane’s “own secret self” (348) and “Jane’s truest and darkest double” who expresses all of the 
passion and madness that Jane learns to repress throughout the novel. 
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saw a face like it!  It was a discoloured face—it was a savage face.  I wish I could forget 
the roll of the red eyes and the fearful blackened inflation of the lineaments! (331) 
Jane is frightened by this intrusion and, perhaps because of Bertha’s ghastly appearance, 
interprets Bertha’s actions as threatening. But Bertha does nothing in this interaction to harm 
Jane herself; she simply puts on Jane’s veil and then “removed my veil from its gaunt head, rent 
it in two parts, and flinging both on the floor, trampled on them” (331). Similarly, her final 
action of the night is similarly eerie and menacing, but not actually violent: “Just at my bedside, 
the figure stopped: the fiery eyes glared upon me—she thrust up her candle close to my face, and 
extinguished it under my eyes” (331). Bertha’s glare certainly could be seen as an expression of 
anger toward Jane, but then one wonders why Bertha leaves Jane physically alone when she has 
demonstrated no hesitance in attacking her husband or her brother. Rochester and Richard are 
stabbed, bitten, and burned, but Jane endures the relatively minor attacks of destruction of her 
property and an angry look. If their relationship was simply one of romantic competition, why 
would Bertha not do everything in her power to eliminate her rival? Why would she not use her 
oft-described physical strength and lack of moral inhibitions to rid Thornfield of Jane’s presence 
permanently? 
I suggest that, though this scene is purposefully unsettling, it can actually be read as an 
example of Bertha attempting to cooperate with Jane and warn her from her ill-advised marriage 
to Rochester. Many theorists have pointed out the obvious narrative foreshadowing of the 
destruction of the veil before the dissolution of Jane and Rochester’s relationship – I suggest that, 
as well as representing an effective literary device, we can read into Bertha’s destruction of the 
veil an attempt to signal to Jane the inappropriateness and impossibility of her upcoming 
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marriage.43 She first places Jane’s wedding veil on her own head – a sign that she, not Jane, is 
Rochester’s true bride – with her position in front of Jane’s mirror suggesting the primping 
young bride Bertha once was. She then destroys the garment, signaling that Jane’s marriage 
should not occur. If Bertha were planning to disrupt the wedding in a more direct fashion, this 
could be seen as a warning that she is about to stop the wedding from taking place: Your 
marriage will not happen, because I will stop it. Because she does not do so (and granted, her 
ability to is limited by her captivity), however, I suggest that Bronte is giving her reader a 
moment of Bertha warning Jane that her marriage is illegitimate: Your wedding should not take 
place, because I exist. Bertha’s “glare” at Jane could in fact be an attempt to communicate, to 
save Jane from compromising herself with an illegal wedding.  
The price and elegance of the veil in question is also important here, as it represents a 
disconnect between Jane and Rochester’s understanding of their relationship. Rochester has been 
trying to pamper Jane with expensive gifts, which she resents; after Jane rejects his initial offers 
of jewels, he orders the veil, which “in your princely extravagance, you sent for from London: 
resolved, I suppose, since I would not have jewels, to cheat me into accepting something as 
costly” (327). Importantly, when Rochester earlier insists to Jane that, “I will make the world 
acknowledge you a beauty…I will attire my Jane in satin and lace, and she shall have roses in 
her hair; and I will cover the head I love best with a priceless veil,” she replies, “And then you 
won’t know me, sir; and I shall not be your Jane Eyre any longer, but an ape in a harlequin’s 
jacket—a jay in borrowed plumes” (303).  Jane instinctually conflates Rochester’s desire to deck 
her out in fancy attire as an attempt to make her something she is not – and, interestingly she 
                                                     
43 Again, Gilbert and Gubar have performed a similar move in analyzing the veil scene, arguing that it is in Jane’s 
best interest to avoid the wedding. Because they read Bertha as an extension of Jane, however, they see Bertha’s 
actions as expressing Jane’s own desires and fears of her marriage, whereas I argue that she is, as a separate 
individual, hoping to signal to Jane that something will (and should) go amiss on her wedding day. 
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imagines becoming a foolish animal as a result of his attempts. Only Bertha knows enough to 
understand Rochester is making Jane into someone who already exists: his animal-bride. He is 
play-acting with Jane, not just that she is someone else, but that he is a man free to bestow 
expensive gifts on any new bride while his wife still rages in the attic.  In this moment, Bertha is 
the fellow female baboon standing her ground with Jane against a common male enemy who 
would lead her astray. 
As mentioned above, I do not claim that all of Bertha’s apparently destructive impulses 
are disguised form of cooperation. She is fiercely aggressive and competitive, both with Jane and 
with other members of the household, most clearly Rochester. She schemes to escape her attic 
captivity, using Grace Poole’s weakness for gin, and attacks her husband directly by lighting his 
curtains on fire while he sleeps. Only Jane’s intervention saves him:  
…it was a door ajar; and that door was Mr. Rochester’s, and the smoke rushed in a cloud 
from thence…in an instant, I was within the chamber.  Tongues of flame darted round the 
bed: the curtains were on fire.  In the midst of blaze and vapour, Mr. Rochester lay 
stretched motionless, in deep sleep. (177) 
Bertha’s desire to harm her husband makes perfect emotional sense – he has locked her up, she 
wishes to exact revenge. It also makes perfect evolutionary sense –  she is seeking to eliminate 
the man who is restricting her access to physical and sexual resources. The same reasoning could 
be used for her attack on her brother, who was instrumental in arranging her marriage to 
Rochester, and, thus, her captivity. Instead of representing frustrated maternal or sexual urges, 
Bertha’s desire to destroy the men in her life is an obvious physical expression of her desire for 
freedom from their control. 
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In Bertha’s final act of destruction, when she succeeds in burning down her prison home, 
though at the cost of her own life, she also reportedly attempts to attack an absent Jane: 
…she set fire first to the hangings of the room next her own, and then she got down to a 
lower storey, and made her way to the chamber that had been the governess’s—(she was 
like as if she knew somehow how matters had gone on, and had a spite at her)—and she 
kindled the bed there; but there was nobody sleeping in it, fortunately. (494-495)  
Bertha’s desire to destroy Jane’s room might seem confounding when considered alongside her 
earlier apparent warning on the latter’s wedding night. Cooperation and competition coexist, 
however. Bertha can warn Jane against their common enemy, and also resent Jane and feel “a 
spite” toward her. To speculate, perhaps she was angry that Jane did not take her with her when 
she left Thornfield Hall. She had allied herself with Jane against Rochester in warning her of his 
duplicity, but Jane did not return the gesture, and, instead, left Bertha to her captivity. Supporting 
this reading is the fact that Jane’s escape would represent a triumph if Bertha were merely 
hoping to get rid of her rival and ensure Rochester’s sole attentions; instead Jane’s flight further 
enrages Bertha, who has reached out to an ally only to be abandoned.44 Doubtless, she does hate 
Jane at this point, even if she did not before. Because circumstances have changed in their 
relationship, therefore, Bertha’s actions and attitude toward Jane also change; both her earlier 
cooperation and her later competition and aggression are natural and rooted in instinct developed 
over eons of evolution. Bronte’s depictions of her characters seemingly conflicting impulses 
                                                     
44 There is, of course, the possibility that Bertha does not realize that Jane has left Thornfield Hall, and somehow 
imagines that the governess has become Rochester’s wife, despite her warnings. I would question an interpretation 
that relies on Bertha’s unawareness of her surroundings. She is wily enough to take advantage of Grace Poole’s 
drunkenness to obtain her (temporary) freedom and locate her preferred victims throughout the novel. She is 
doubtless astute enough to realize that the planned wedding did not take place and that Jane is no longer in residence 
at Thornfield Hall. It is Jane’s absence, not her presence that angers Bertha. 
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contain within them an internal logic; Bertha’s instincts encourage her to both cooperate and 
fight.  
 It is important to note that, despite her animalistic madness, Bertha does not attack any 
members of the household who pose no threat to her. Leah and her husband, Mrs. Fairfax, and 
little Adele are all ignored by Bertha; even Grace Poole is evaded instead of attacked, despite 
being Bertha’s most immediate captor, suggesting that Bertha understands that she is only an 
employee of her real enemy. Instead, she concentrates on those who truly have greater power 
than she does – Mr. Rochester, and, as his possible wife, Jane. This distinction makes clear that 
her violent outbursts are strategic, rather than the result of pure, unbridled madness. She wants to 
exert influence over those who are preventing her from flourishing. Her violent reactions toward 
Rochester and Jane are not, as Mishou argued above, simply the frustrated reactions of a rejected 
woman seeking to reunite with a desired mate, but rather a strategic, aggressive attempt to 
reassert her status in a limited community. They are not simply romantic or sexual, but rather 
political. The difference in motivation may seem negligible when the actions themselves are the 
same, but this change has the effect of re-framing Bertha as an active, strategic, sometimes 
effective wielder of physical power and violence, rather than just a failed woman or a monstrous 
non-mother.  
 
IV. Bertha and Her Environment 
 Rejecting the assumption that Bertha’s goal must be reproduction, therefore, has the 
effect of challenging the conclusion that she is an automatic evolutionary failure for not bearing 
children. This has the further consequence of opposing the interpretation of her physical self as 
essentially monstrous. We are then free to read her as participating in an alternative evolutionary 
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narrative (one that is more in concert with Darwin’s theories as well as current evolutionary 
research) in which she is not “essentially” anything – successful or not. Instead, she is an 
organism whose success or struggle depends upon her relations to her environment. She can be 
read as interacting with the pressures and rules of situations and ecosystems, which, in turn, 
respond to her presence and actions. Her tragic end is then the result of a hostile environment 
rendering her unfit or maladapted, rather than the fault of her own internal sickness.  
Darwin himself, of course, was attentive to the fact that circumstances and surroundings, 
rather than innate character determine whether an organism thrives. In The Origin of Species, he 
states, “we [ought not] to marvel if all the contrivances in nature be not, as far as we can judge, 
absolutely perfect…or if some of them be abhorrent to our ideas of fitness” (331). In other 
words, Darwin challenges both the notion that fitness and goodness are synonymous, and that 
fitness can be universal across diverse environments. Beneficial adaptations are suited only for 
specific places and times; small changes in environment mark the difference between a 
monstrous mutant and a new, successful variety or species. What looks to be disgusting, or even 
evil, can still qualify as fitness, as long as it is rewarded by the organism’s surroundings. In his 
text, Darwin uses the example of the ichneumonidae, insects that lays their eggs in the living 
bodies of other insects, so that their offspring must eat their way out of an unwilling host to 
survive – certainly unsavory, but, he argues, helpful for the larvae who have a ready source of 
food immediately available when they hatch, and for ensuring that only the strongest young 
make it outside of their hosts to breed. Nature does not have to be pleasant or beautiful to human 
eyes to qualify as “fit,” it only needs to be well-adapted to its environment.  
Jane Eyre indicates that, despite her later failings, Bertha was, in many ways, very well-
adapted to life in her West Indian home. Her family, riddled with maniacs though it may have 
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been, was economically successful in Jamaica, so much so that they represented a temptation to 
Rochester’s father and brother. Their “possessions were real and vast” (355) and they only 
wanted the increase in consequence that Rochester’s being “of a good race” would bring (356). 
Bertha herself learned enough social charms to be attractive to the young Rochester. He 
complains to Jane that Bertha, “flattered me, and lavishly displayed for my pleasure her charms 
and accomplishments” (356). He does not specify what charms or accomplishments these may 
have been, but we can assume that she was practiced in drawing his sexual interest, perhaps 
through dance or light conversation. Her family’s position combined with those abilities, slight 
though they may seem, were enough to make Bertha a success in Spanish Town, and “fit” for its 
society in all senses of the word.  
Flirtation and display are, of course, not unheard of either in the animal kingdom or 
English society – Blanche Ingram displays mastery over similar skills while at Thornfield, for 
example. Such shallow charms absent further knowledge of pedigree and lineage, was, however, 
somewhat particular to West Indian society at this time. The truth of Bertha’s mother’s madness, 
her character, and even her age, were successfully concealed from the young Rochester, so that 
her flatteries and charms were all that he saw. Were he to have met Bertha in London, he may 
have similarly dazzled by her beauty, but he would have had greater opportunity to inquire into 
her background and, perhaps, been warned away. Instead, “a marriage was achieved almost 
before I knew where I was” (356, emphasis mine). Rochester may not have known where he 
was, but Bertha’s family certainly did. In the comparatively liberal environment of Jamaica, and 
only in such an environment, Bertha was able to thrive, both socially and sexually – indicating 
that, though her life later takes a catastrophic turn, there was a moment and a place where she 
was, and could have continued to be successful.  
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Granted, the argument could be made that Bertha’s flirtations, which we can imagine as 
more overt than even Blanche’s, were doomed to lead to unhappiness based on more 
fundamental laws than those of polite English society. Nineteenth-century scientific discourse 
framed female sexual aggression as not only impolite, but also unnatural. Darwin, as well as 
many of his predecessors and followers, posited the universality of the sexually passive female in 
the natural world. In The Descent of Man, for example, Darwin observed that the “female…with 
the rarest exceptions, is less eager than the male…she is coy, and may often be seen 
endeavouring for a long time to escape from the male” during their courtship (134). In human 
terms, evolutionists saw a woman’s natural role to be to mildly resist the advances of her more 
active and competitive potential male partners, succumbing only to the most desirable mate, 
rather than to pursue her own sexual strategies. She is assumed to have no real internal sexual 
drive to speak of, and to be only receptive to the desires of appropriately superior men who will 
provide for her offspring. In her aforementioned implied sensuality and sexual experience, 
Bertha seems to be breaking this natural rule; a rigid view of proper female behavior would see 
this as signaling her inherent lack of fitness. 
In the past several decades, however, the assumption of universal female coyness has 
been vigorously challenged by feminists and evolutionary theorists alike. Sarah Blaffer Hrdy, for 
example, has studied sexual behavior in primates and discovered that, “females in a variety of 
prosimian, monkey, and ape species were managing their own reproductive careers so as actively 
to solicit and mate with a number of different males…” (“Empathy, Polyandry, and the Myth of 
the Coy Female” 135-136). According to Hrdy’s (and others’) research there are several possible 
social environments in which it is not only permissible, but advantageous for females to sexually 
solicit multiple partners. Females may wish to mate with several males to confuse paternity and 
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secure safety for their offspring from a number of “godfathers,” or to secure access to resources 
for themselves, or simply because sex confers enjoyable health benefits to the female who may 
not be particularly interested in reproduction. In any of these situations, females who are more 
promiscuous obtain an advantage over those who are more traditionally “choosy.”  
Bertha’s implied lack of chastity before her marriage to Mr. Rochester need not, 
therefore, have been a disadvantage in her Jamaican social environment in the way that it would 
have been in England’s more conservative social scene. And, in fact, there are indicators that it 
was not – Mr. Rochester bitterly recalls the apparent admiration of the other young men in her 
circle who “seemed to admire her and envy me” (356). Though his use of the word “seemed” 
suggests that he believes their jealousy was feigned as part of the larger plot to trick him, there is 
of course the possibility that it was honest, and that her peers were admiring of Bertha’s 
generous charms, even knowing about her family background and sexual proclivities. 
Bertha’s tragedy is that those same enticing charms could not prepare her for marriage to 
an English gentleman. Once she is married, Bertha’s entire environment immediately changes. 
At first the change is social rather than physical – the couple lives together in Jamaica for “four 
years, and before that time she had tried me indeed…” (357). Before Rochester literally 
transplants his wife to England, he nevertheless changes her immediate surroundings as he 
realizes that the very qualities that had made her a successful flirt make her an inappropriate 
wife. She cannot keep up with his more serious conversations and she cannot manage a 
household staff: “no servant would bear the continued outbreaks of her violent and unreasonable 
temper, or the vexations of her absurd, contradictory, exacting orders” (357). Mr. Rochester’s 
new knowledge of his wife’s character poisons his West Indian estate and makes it 
uncomfortable for him. He laments that, “something of her breath (faugh!) mixed with the air I 
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breathed” (358). One can imagine his presence, his expectations, perhaps even the structure of 
their marriage itself may have effected a similar change for Bertha; her beauty and charm are no 
longer enough and she is supposed to please someone who finds her every thought insufficient, 
her every inclination abhorrent, while assuming that she would cease practicing the very charms 
that once secured his affection. Though the changes in Bertha’s environment are, at first, largely 
social rather than ecological, social environment and physical environment become 
indistinguishable when social behaviors are meant to ensure physical comfort and security. The 
hardiest weed would wilt under the pressures of Rochester’s expectations. 
Bertha’s environmental pressures only increase once Rochester takes it upon himself to 
alter her physical environment. At some point during those first four years of marriage, he has 
Bertha confined, even though they remain in her home country: “since the medical men had 
pronounced her mad, she had, of course, been shut up” (358). She is removed from society so 
that she cannot embarrass her husband who fears that his reputation will be damaged by their 
association. Later, inspired by a “sweet wind from Europe” Rochester cements Bertha’s 
transplantation by taking her back to his English home and shutting her up in Thornfield’s attic 
(359). Considering a return to his home country, Rochester “…saw hope revive—and felt 
regeneration possible” (360). European society offers him relief because it is what he is well-
adapted to; his father and brother’s deaths mean that it also offers him the security of greater 
resources and property – enough to keep Bertha a secret while pursuing his own pleasures. The 
reader knows, however, that Bertha can only find further confinement in her “goblin cell” on 
Thornfield’s top floor (360). Her charms have no value and her beauty will remain unseen: 
Rochester has finally taken her to an ecosystem where she cannot thrive.  
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The reader is not privy to Bertha’s thoughts or feelings about her removal from the land 
of her childhood or her new home in the English countryside. The novel does, however, depict 
several other instances of characters experiencing overwhelming feelings of displacement when 
presented with new environments. Imagining Bertha as a maladapted creature forced into an 
unsuitable environment, rather than simply a monstrous mutant, therefore not only shifts the 
blame for her tragic end from within her body to the interactions that body is compelled to have 
with its surroundings, but also forms connections between her and a number of other characters 
in the novel. She is not the only creature to suffer from being transplanted; the reader should not 
therefore assume that her suffering in Thornfield and her failure to thrive is the result of her 
individual weaknesses, but rather is a result that would be common to all creatures sensitive to 
changes in their environments. 
Importantly, one such creature is Rochester himself. Though he would shudder to think 
that he shares any characteristics with his despised spouse, the two show a similar inability to 
live in each other’s space. In the aforementioned scene of Rochester’s despair in Spanish Town 
prior to deciding to move back to Europe, the reader is shown how physically oppressive the 
character finds Jamaica. He is, of course, frustrated with his marriage and disgusted with his mad 
wife, but he also explicitly feels that the landscape, including the local plants and animals, is 
contributing to his mental state:  
The air was like sulphur-steams—I could find no refreshment anywhere. Mosquitoes 
came buzzing in and hummed sullenly round the room; the sea, which I could hear from 
thence, rumbled dull like an earthquake—black clouds were casting up over it; the moon 
was setting in the waves, broad and red, like a hot cannon-ball. (359) 
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The setting’s heat and humidity combine to give Rochester a feeling of panic so intense that, for 
a moment, he considers doing something extreme to escape his wife and her country: "This 
life…is hell: this is the air—those are the sounds of the bottomless pit!  I have a right to deliver 
myself from it if I can…there is not a future state worse than this present one—let me break 
away, and go home to God!” (359). The urge to commit suicide passes in a moment under the 
influence of that sweet wind from Europe, but the fact that he entertains it at all should remind 
the reader of his wife, who is eventually driven to destroy herself on foreign soil. She leaps from 
the roof of Thornfield, “standing, waving her arms, above the battlements, and shouting out till 
they could hear her a mile off … she yelled and gave a spring, and the next minute she lay 
smashed on the pavement” (495). In doing so, Bertha finally carries out the impulse that 
Rochester fleetingly entertains. Perhaps she too feels oppressed by the differences between her 
home landscape and that new country and misses the sea, the storms, even the mosquitos; like 
Rochester, Bertha may feel that she cannot live in a hostile environment and needs to “go home.”  
Theirs is not a connection that Rochester would recognize, of course. He claims he could 
not have really shot himself; “not being insane the crisis of exquisite and unalloyed despair, 
which had originated the wish and design of self-destruction, was past in a second” (359).  
Though this assessment comes before Bertha’s eventual suicide, he is still clearly intending to 
draw a solid line between himself and the actually insane Bertha. She acts rashly, but he still sees 
himself as a rational Englishman who would not do anything drastic. The major difference 
between the two, however, is less one of character and more one of power and opportunity. 
When he is overcome by his location, Rochester has the power to change his own surroundings; 
he has the control and resources of a gentleman – even moreso than when they had first married 
since his father’s and brother’s deaths have given him control over his family’s estate – and he 
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can pack up his household and travel where he desires. Bertha, meanwhile, is completely at her 
husband’s mercy; she is truly trapped in Thornfield Hall specifically, and the English landscape 
more broadly.  
While it is hardly novel to observe the substantial power differential between husband 
and wife in Victorian society, what is vital to the project of this dissertation is the manner in 
which this imbalance interacts with the bodily relations and impulses of each spouse; wives are 
not only cut off from social, economic, and political power because of the traditions of patriarchy 
and coverture, but also can be physically inhibited from exerting the necessary control to ensure 
their biological fitness to their environments. Husbands are able to become gardeners of their 
families, moving them to foreign soil with little thought for their health or happiness. Under this 
framework, Rochester’s marriage to Bertha becomes not the story of a mad woman holding 
down a good man, but a thoughtless man creating the environment to cultivate his wife’s 
madness. 
In a tacit recognition of his own power, Rochester himself uses ecological imagery when 
he describes his decision to take Adele into his home: “I e’en took the poor thing out of the slime 
and mud of Paris, and transplanted it here, to grow up clean in the wholesome soil of an English 
country garden” (173). Though Rochester uses his plant metaphor with a certain amount of wry 
humor, he is still acknowledging a key aspect of an evolutionary reading, namely, the importance 
of a body’s interactions with its environment to ensure proper development. His imposition of 
his own values – in which Paris is “slime and mud” but the empty, haunted Thornfield Hall is 
apparently a “country garden” – shows what little thought he gives to his ability to control the 
biological fate of the women in his family. He also continues to be thoughtless with Adele when 
he sends her to school; Jane visits her after her marriage to Rochester and finds Adele’s situation 
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similar to her own at Lowood: “Her frantic joy at beholding me again moved me much.  She 
looked pale and thin: she said she was not happy.  I found the rules of the establishment were too 
strict, its course of study too severe for a child of her age” (521). Jane removes Adele from her 
inhospitable school and places her in “a more indulgent system, and near enough to permit of my 
visiting her often, and bringing her home sometimes” (522). Jane’s sensitivity to Adele’s 
physical needs allows her to be a more thoughtful caretaker than her husband, and highlights just 
have cavalier Rochester is with the health of all of the women and girls for whom he is 
responsible.  
Understanding the connection between Rochester and Bertha’s characters is especially 
necessary for comprehending the dangers that Jane faces in her proposed marriage to her cousin, 
St. John Rivers. Like Rochester does to Bertha, St. John proposes to take Jane away from her 
home to a place where she is sure she would not be able to thrive. When St. John asks that she 
join him on his mission to India as his wife, she muses that, “…mine is not the existence to be 
long protracted under an Indian sun,” and asserts that, “if I go to India, I go to premature death” 
(468). Unlike Bertha, however, Jane is given a choice. St. John pressures her severely, and, at 
points Jane feels certain that she will capitulate to his stronger will had he only asked her to be 
his companion, rather than his wife:  
As his curate, his comrade, all would be right: I would cross oceans with him in that 
capacity; toil under Eastern suns, in Asian deserts with him in that office; admire and 
emulate his courage and devotion and vigour; accommodate quietly to his masterhood; 
smile undisturbed at his ineradicable ambition … I should suffer often, no doubt … (471) 
Jane’s willingness to sacrifice her body, if not her heart and mind, is frustrating to the reader and 
Jane’s cousin Diana alike, who both succinctly agree, “You are much too pretty, as well as too 
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good, to be grilled alive in Calcutta” (481). Jane is lucky enough, however, that St. John will not 
actually force her into marriage, and that a sudden vision of Rochester prevents her from being 
complicit in her own death. Bertha, of course, had no such luck. 
The explicit characterization of the landscapes of Jamaica, India, and, to a lesser degree, 
France as unhealthy for Rochester and Jane – the novel’s heroine and (flawed) hero – have led 
many critics to conclude that the Bronte valorizes the health of the English landscape (and the 
English person) above that of colonial or continental spaces. This dichotomy would seem to be in 
keeping with the implicit imperial themes of the novel, as identified by Gayatri Spivak and Susan 
Meyer, among others. Alan Bewell, however, persuasively argues against assuming that Bronte’s 
identification of healthy and unhealthy spaces falls into such a comfortable binary; she is 
unsparing in her depiction of the illness lurking in the English countryside of Lowood, for 
example, which was based on her own childhood experiences at Cowan Bridge. “If one 
approaches the question of English health from the perspective of the Bronte family, it 
is…difficult to believe that Charlotte Bronte shared any patriotic belief in the essential 
healthiness of England” (Bewell 803). Though her depictions of foreign places are no doubt 
fraught with colonial assumptions, Bronte is aware of the dangerous possibilities lurking in 
domestic natural spaces for both Jane and Bertha.  
Bronte further unsettles the assumed dichotomy through the aforementioned scene in 
which Rochester receives his “sweet wind from Europe” (359). Rochester’s reading of his own 
past is an imperial one: the West Indies are dangerous to his body, while Europe’s breezes are 
inherently sweet and saving. The reader’s acceptance of this assumption is complicated, 
however, when Rochester also interprets his breeze as telling him, “travel yourself to what clime 
you will, and form what new tie you like” (360). Bewell believes that in this scene, Rochester 
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“misunderstands the message conveyed by this wind when he believes that Hope is reinforcing 
the imperial myth…” (790), when, in fact, “he is not free to travel anywhere he desires” (791). I 
would take this reading a step further and conclude that Rochester’s misinterpretation of the 
wind’s message implies a greater destabilization of the healthy / unhealthy binary. If he reads his 
own desire for freedom from his marital ties into this European message, its essential sweetness 
also cannot be taken for granted. Rather, its positive qualities are contingent on Rochester’s 
reception of them; his body must interact with the landscape to create a beneficial relationship, 
rather than either the body or the landscape containing health within them.  
Reframing the evolutionary reading of the novel to focus on human-environment 
interactions therefore reaffirms the importance of the Jane’s decision to avoid India, and 
performs the additional, necessary step of seeing her dilemma as a reflection of Bertha’s tragic 
captivity, rather than a signal of the differing inherent worth of each woman. There are many 
readings that have seen the two women’s fates as linked45 but few that also reconcile the 
seemingly opposing manner in in which their bodies are valued. Understanding that the potential 
evolutionary fates of these two characters are almost identical – that Jane comes very close to 
dying young and childless, just as Bertha does – should reinforce the conditionality of devaluing 
Bertha’s body. Bertha is not actually depicted as the devil to Jane’s angel (or the monster to the 
fairy Mr. Rochester dubs her), but rather a cautionary tale of what happens when men control the 
physical environments of women and prevent them from thriving in their natural habitat. 
 
V. Conclusion 
                                                     
45 See, for example, the Gilbert and Gubar argument referenced in note 14 and 15. 
85 
 
It could be argued that Bertha’s fate is the same whether our evolutionary analysis sees 
her as maladapted or monstrous, as a helpful ally to Jane, or a vengeful rival: in any case, she 
dies early and violently and leaves no offspring; her story is certainly a tragedy. The difference, 
however, lies in understanding that her fate was not determined by something essential and 
unalterable within her body, but rather came about because of a series of interactions between 
her body and its social and physical environment. By focusing on those interactions, we can also 
recognize her impressive ability to create chaos and incite change, despite her captivity and 
oppression by Rochester. Her existence and the trials she creates around her husband push him 
away from the callowness of his youth into the type of person that would appreciate small, plain 
Jane Eyre, while her actions ensure that he cannot marry Jane without coming clean about his 
many failings and that the sick ecosystem of Thornfield Hall will not be the home of their 
progeny. Understanding this impact is not to replicate the assumptions of earlier readings that 
assume her only value is in her impact on Jane’s marriage plot, but to acknowledge that she does 
have an indirect generational influence by the metrics by which evolutionary success is usually 
measured. Bertha’s personal story is a tragedy, and she leaves no offspring, but she has an 
undeniable impact on the environment of Thornfield Hall and the next generation through her 
influence over Jane and Rochester, whose eventual son should, rightly, consider her a kind of 
godmother. Rather than fading into history like the extinct species of prehistory, Bertha leaves a 
mark. 
Bronte’s creation of a character whose body compels her not to maternity, but to strategic 
alliances and acts of aggression also leaves an important mark on Victorian discourse 
surrounding women’s bodies and their capacities. While the predecessors of Darwin were 
forming the tradition that would place women in smaller and smaller roles in nature and society, 
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Bronte created a character whose physical instincts are deployed for so much more than one role. 
She may not have done so knowingly, but she nevertheless recognized a complexity and 




Chapter 3: Estella’s Non-Maternal Expectations  
“Estella! Surely it is not in Nature.” 
“It is in my nature,” she returned. And then she added, with a stress upon the words, “It is in the 
nature formed within me.” 
Charles Dickens, Great Expectations, 332 
Beauty and desire in nature can be as irrational, unpredictable, and dynamic as our own personal 
experiences of them. 
 Richard Prum, The Evolution of Beauty, 12 
 
 
 Bertha Mason and Great Expectations’s Estella share certain obvious similarities in both 
their roles in their respective novels and their presumed places in the evolutionary narrative. 
Both are depicted as beautiful (though only in Rochester’s retelling of their past, in Bertha’s 
case). Both are desired by multiple men, and both marry, thus fulfilling their presumed, 
biologically driven, sexual goals. And yet, despite the presumption of sexual activity that 
accompanies marriage, both exit their marriages and narratives (and, in Bertha’s case, her life) 
without bearing children.  In many important ways, however, Estella’s character sharply diverges 
from that of her childless sister; she is unflappable and cold where Bertha’s passions consume 
her to the point of madness. Estella is, for most of her novel, the hero’s unattainable object 
instead of the secret albatross around his neck. Estella exerts control over her romantic life, while 
Bertha is at the mercy of the men in her family. Because of these differences, and in spite of their 
similar evolutionary fates, Estella’s character evokes different evolutionary anxieties than 
Bertha’s, and reveals different possibilities.  
One of the clearest indications of Estella’s divergence from Bertha’s character can be 
found in the novel’s treatment of the former’s body. While Bertha’s insistent, oversized, and out 
of control physicality demands that the reader connect her with the animal world, and therefore 
the fear of degeneration, Estella’s body, and its link to nature, is difficult to define. There is no 
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dramatic revelation of Estella’s body; instead the reader must piece together her appearance 
through Pip’s often-vague descriptions. From their first meeting, he is impressed by Estella’s 
manner and appearance, but will only describe her as “beautiful and self-possessed” (51) and, 
later “very pretty” and “very insulting” (55). The only detail of her physical appearance that the 
young Pip reveals is that she has “pretty brown hair” (54). Nor do Pip’s descriptions improve 
with age; when he reunites with Estella after a long absence he does not immediately recognize 
her; when he does, he is floored by her beauty anew: “…she was so much changed, was so much 
more beautiful, so much more womanly, in all things winning admiration, had made such 
wonderful advance, that I seemed to have made none” (214-215). Any details of those 
improvements in face or figure are left to the imagination of the reader, however, who is left only 
with an impression of beauty, rather than a description of a solid, physical woman. Any 
connection to the material sphere seems impossible for such an ethereal character. Pip bemoans 
that Estella is “thousands of miles away from me”; she seems similarly miles away from the 
natural world (226). 
 Estella’s lack of connection to the animal realm is singular in a novel in which, the 
“boundaries between the human and animal are remarkably unstable…” (Wynne 53). Animal 
imagery is used to describe almost all the other main characters. Pip is referred to as a “pig” (11) 
and a “squeaker” (25), a “wolf” (387) and a “dog” (4), while his convict is a “hungry old dog” 
(302) and “mangy” (208). Mrs. Joe is called a “bullock,” while Orlick is twice described by Pip 
as a “tiger” (388; 390). Even Estella’s own murderess birth-mother, Molly, is called a “wild 
beast tamed” (184). These animal metaphors are usually connected with deviance either of 
character or opinion; convicts and villains are seen to embody animal attributes, while the young 
Pip’s adult tormentors ascribe animality to him when they wish to insult him. As Pip unsteadily 
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navigates his way to adulthood, many of the human characters of Great Expectations, himself 
included, continually hover on the brink of a dangerous beastliness.  
The moral and Darwinian implications of so many characters living on the blurred line 
between man and beast are obvious – one can easily read a fear of degeneration, similar to that 
commonly associated with Bronte’s Bertha, into Dickens’s conflation of animal characteristics 
with a lack of morals or rationality.46 By depicting human characters who seem primed to 
descend from human to animal, Dickens neatly threads Darwinian anxieties through his novel. 
What is more difficult to discern, however, are the implications of Estella’s exceptionally 
insistent non-animality as one of the few characters who, despite her many flaws, is never 
compared to a creature.47 This distinction is not necessarily to her credit, however; instead of 
tiger or pig, she is called “princess,” and “cold,” and “stock and stone,” hardly complimentary 
                                                     
46 Charles Dickens was certainly familiar with Darwin’s theories and the debates that they inspired, including those 
over degeneration. Not only would he have naturally paid attention to their controversial publication as a well-read 
public intellectual, but his weekly journal, All the Year Round published two pieces in 1860 directly addressing 
Darwin’s theories: “Species” and “Natural Selection.” Both were published mere months before Dickens began 
writing Great Expectations and were cautiously supportive of Darwin’s views. For example, the latter states:  
Timid persons, who purposely cultivate a certain inertia of mind, and who love to cling to their 
preconceived ideas, fearing to look at such a mighty subject from an unauthorised and unwonted point of 
view, may be reassured by the reflection that, for theories, as for organized beings, there is also a Natural 
Selection and a Struggle for Life. The world has seen all sorts of theories rise, have their day, and fall into 
neglect. Those theories only survive which are based on truth, as far as our intellectual faculties can at 
present ascertain; such as the Newtonian theory of universal gravitation. If Mr. Darwin's theory be true, 
nothing can prevent its ultimate and general reception, however much it may pain and shock those to whom 
it is propounded for the first time. If it be merely a clever hypothesis, an ingenious hallucination, to which a 
very industrious and able man has devoted the greater and the best part of his life, its failure will be nothing 
new in the history of science. (299)  
Here the author manages to cleverly suggest both that only “timid” persons would reject Darwin out of hand, and 
that his theories, while exciting, need more testing before their ultimate acceptance. Both pieces addressing 
Darwinism were written anonymously, as were all pieces in the journal, so Dickens may not have been the author of 
both or either; he was a notoriously involved editor, however, and would at the very least have read and approved 
each. Dickens also left behind a copy of Darwin’s text in his library after his death, though, as Goldie Morgantaler 
notes, “this does not mean he read it” (709).  
47 Miss Havisham is also not directly compared to an animal; Pip prefers to think of her in terms of the ghoulish 
supernatural, calling her a “ghost” and a “waxwork and skeleton” (236; 53). She is, however, associated with a sort 
of creepy animality because of the vermin that constantly surround her – the “the crawlings of the spiders on the 
cloth, in the tracks of the mice as they betook their little quickened hearts behind the panels, and in the gropings and 
pausings of the beetles on the floor” (277). And, of course, Dickens (and Pip) love describing her physical 
appearance in great detail, unlike the insubstantial Estella. 
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terms (212; 277; 277). Despite her lack of animality, she still inspires censure for her frosty 
unkindness toward Pip and others. Her cruelty simply lacks visceral passion, though she inspires 
it in others – far from being an animal, she often seems to barely be human.  
Because of her unusual lack of connection to the animal world, Estella’s significance in a 
novel that contains otherwise seemingly simple Darwinian concerns, is elusive. What is certain is 
that her origins and her growth are a matter of some importance, both because she ages alongside 
the novel’s protagonist, thus creating a parallel developmental narrative, and because her 
parental influences are so explicitly questioned within the text. In an attempt to understand her 
development, many critics, including those whose arguments are explored in detail below, view 
her characterization and her eventual childlessness as a sign of Dickens’s adherence to either a 
strictly deterministic evolutionary worldview or a completely adaptationist perspective – both 
opposing viewpoints spurred by Darwinian anxieties. This chapter argues, however, that her 
character should alert the reader to the space for individual agency and intergenerational 
connectedness – even for childless women – present in the evolutionary narrative within both 
Darwin’s works and Dickens’s novel. This agential space not only allows the reader to 
understand Estella as connected to the rest of the novel’s more obviously Darwin-inspired 
characters, but also reflects the same overlooked openness and optimism of Darwin’s thinking 
that neo-materialists and new evolutionary critics are now locating within his theories. Though 
Estella’s agency sometimes leads her down difficult and even harmful paths, her ability to create 
her own narrative within Dickens’s Darwinian novel is nevertheless both unexpected and 
impressive. 
 This Darwinian openness manifests itself in three major aspects of Great Expectations. 
The first is the manner in which the novel refuses to choose between the aforementioned two 
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opposing schools of evolutionary interpretation, but instead, and especially in the case of Estella, 
enjoys in the tension between biological determinism and Darwinian adaptability, without 
privileging either. With both drives exerting their pull at different points in the novel, Dickens is 
instead presenting a non-dualistic portrayal of identity that stresses the interplay between cultural 
/ adaptive and natural / determined forces – both of which he understands in Darwinian terms. 
The novel’s depiction of Estella’s relationship to her several parents in particular explores 
concerns about both hereditary determinism and adaptation’s interference with natural sexual 
selection, with no clear conclusion.  
The tension between Estella’s progenitors makes possible the novel’s second 
manifestation of openness: the stubborn power of individual will and preference, even within an 
evolutionary system. Estella’s body – and, indeed, the bodies of all the characters in the novel –  
is not simply the product of evolutionary influences, but rather an active, negotiating force 
interacting with those influences and changing them in turn. This is especially evident in the 
instance of Estella’s decision to marry Bentley Drummle, a brutish man with whom she will have 
no children. Her decision is an incomprehensible choice within either a completely deterministic 
or adaptationist framework and can be understood only as an expression of entirely individual 
desire. That same incalculable individual desire is something that Darwin saw as a necessary, 
irreducible component of sexual selection. 
Estella’s assertion of her individual will in turn demonstrates the novel’s final Darwinian 
aspect: that Dickens, like Darwin, is interested in an evolutionary narrative that allows for more 
complex familial relations than that of simple parent-to-child descent. This interest is born out in 
the author’s refusal of simple teleology; in Great Expectations children are not just the products 
of their forebears; instead, they are part of a tangled web of familial and environmental 
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influences, one in which they have the ability to exert their own modes of influence, even on 
their parents. 
Dickens’s surprising investment in these three aspects of open-ended evolutionary 
narratives makes space for Estella to “naturally” and actively avoid maternity without becoming 
either a symbol of her own poor upbringing or biologically irrelevant. Estella’s status as a 
childless woman at the end of the narrative is then neither a sign of her failure as a woman or 
Miss Havisham’s (or Molly’s) failure as a mother. Instead, it can be read as a state that she has 
actively chosen for her own purposes, and that Dickens portrays without judgment or sadness. In 
addition, Estella’s lack of children should be seen as a signal of the novel’s moral message about 
the agency and dignity of both children and women, even in Darwin’s world.  
 
I. Rejecting Dualism: Estella’s Deliberately Obscure Origins 
As mentioned above, critics who tackle Estella’s character within an evolutionary context 
are divided between two opposing major interpretations; the first insists that the novel’s late 
revelation of Estella’s parentage refocuses the reader on Estella’s connection to questions of 
biological inheritance and asserts that though Estella herself is not compared to an animal, her 
connection with the beastly Magwitch and the wild Molly implicate her in their possible 
degeneration. The second interpretation argues that Estella’s apparent unnaturalness is 
fundamentally a result of Miss Havisham’s teachings and is therefore meant to highlight 
anxieties surrounding the Darwinian concept of adaptation, which suggests the flexibility or 
instability of identity, rather than determinism.48 Both schools of thought are united in their 
                                                     
48 The fear of organisms being overly adaptable is clearly related to a broader conversation about cultural 
interference in natural and sexual selection. Darwin’s readers and followers were anxious that civilization may be 
perverting the biological forces of selection so that the truly “fit” were not necessarily the most evolutionarily / 
reproductively successful. In the case of Alfred Wallace (and several later evolutionists), this concern manifested 
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agreement that Estella is connected to Dickens’s understanding of the implications of Darwin’s 
theories, and that her lack of children at the end of the novel is a significant signal of her 
evolutionary failure. As detailed below, I find significant support for both their positions within 
the text; rather than seeing this divide as a sign of the novel’s inconsistency, however, I suggest 
that this seeming stalemate is deliberate, and that Dickens is less interested in choosing one 
argument over the other than that he is in demonstrating that neither is sufficient on its own. 
Seeking to “blame” one Darwinian force or the other for Estella’s admittedly troubling character 
misses the point; in Dickens’s understanding of Darwinism, both inborn or inherited 
characteristics and environmental influences must be combined and negotiated to fully 
understand both Estella in particular and identity in general. 
The deterministic reading of Great Expectations and Estella can be represented by 
Deborah Wynne’s article “'We were unhealthy and unsafe': Dickens' Great Expectations and All 
The Year Round's Anxiety Stories,” which makes the argument for Estella’s character being 
determined in large part by her biological parentage. “Estella, even more directly than Pip is 
“contaminated” by criminality, her mother a murderess, her father a transported convict” (52). 
She is, therefore, not the aspirational heroine of Pip’s fantasies, but a reflection of his own 
biological unfitness.  Wynne argues that “in biological terms the marriage of Pip and Estella 
would be highly problematic” both because of Pip’s “poor genetic inheritance” as indicated by 
his sickly parents, dead siblings, and sterile sister, and because Estella “carries within her a 
potential for [her parents’] dangerous wildness” (56). Wynne believes that evidence for the 
                                                     
itself as advocacy for socialism – he came to believe that money gave an unfair and unnatural sexual advantage to 
wealthy men, whom women were pressured to marry, despite their not being any biologically more fit than poor 
men (Lightman 288). Morgantaler would see female preference for wealthy men as an adaptation to a new 
environment, and thus a product of evolutionary forces, while Wallace saw it as fundamentally unnatural and 
outside proper evolutionary interactions. For the purposes of this paper I will conflate the two perspectives 
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foolishness of this match can be found in the original ending to the novel, which shows the two 
characters meeting after many years and then parting, Estella to her new marriage to a doctor, 
Pip to his bachelorhood. This ending “conveys the impossibility of Pip and Estella, each 
burdened with “unsafe” parentage” producing offspring” (57); both end life as sterile 
evolutionary failures, rather than cursing the next generation with their flaws. The revised 
ending, in which Pip and Estella reunite, with the possibility of a romantic and reproductive 
future together, in Wynne’s estimation, undercuts Dickens’s exploration of the dangers of 
degeneracy. 
 Though Wynne does not explore specific textual evidence that Estella has inherited her 
mother or father’s character, it can certainly be found within the novel. When Estella is a young 
woman, she shows flashes of temper that link her to her mother’s historical propensity for 
violence. For example, when the young Pip visits Satis House for the second time, Estella asks 
him if he still finds her pretty and insulting, and is displeased by his answer: 
She fired when she asked the last question, and she slapped my face with such force as 
she had, when I answered it. 
“Now?” said she. “You little coarse monster, what do you think of me now?” 
“I shall not tell you.” 
“Because you are going to tell upstairs. Is that it?” 
“No,” said I, “that’s not it.” 
“Why don’t you cry again, you little wretch?” (75) 
Estella’s bullying of Pip is somewhat in line with Miss Havisham’s teachings. The older woman 
encourages Estella to belittle Pip throughout their early card game, for example, and is delighted 
that Pip finds her to be both pretty and mean. Miss Havisham seems to prefer that Estella deploy 
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social and emotional rather than physical violence, however, so that Pip remains interested in her 
daughter, but never fully comfortable with her. Estella’s burst of physical temper is not 
something that occurs in Miss Havisham’s presence, and the reader can easily imagine her 
adopted mother chastising her for the lack of control her slap represents. Estella is raised to 
remain calm so that she might more effectively manipulate the men around her – slapping Pip as 
she does works against Miss Havisham’s goals, since it indicates that Estella may care what Pip 
thinks of her. Estella’s angry reaction could therefore be read as spurred by the vengeful 
tendencies of her birth mother rather than the manipulative streak in her adoptive mother. Estella 
does not physically lash out like this again, eventually retaining perfect control over her 
emotions and any violent impulses, but this incident indicates that those impulses had to be 
quashed, rather than not existing at all. 
Other critics disagree with the contention that Estella inherits anything of significance 
from her criminal parents, and instead believe that her character is meant to represent concern 
over Darwin’s descriptions of how malleable individual organisms can be in responding to 
circumstances. In Kate Flint’s “Origins, Species, and Great Expectations,” for example, she 
argues that Estella represents the limits of focusing on one’s hereditary origins, saying that 
“…though we eventually learn Estella’s parentage, she appears to have no physical or mental 
connection at all with Magwitch, her father, and only takes from her mother the outward traces 
of origins visible in her eyes, hands, and hair” (166). Instead, “Estella forms the prime exhibit in 
Dickens’s demonstration, in this novel, of the effect of the environment upon the individual” 
(Flint 167), and Miss Havisham’s training entirely shapes Estella’s character. Goldie 
Morgantaler largely agrees with Flint’s interpretation of Estella in her article “Meditating on the 
Low: A Darwinian Reading of Great Expectations,” saying that, in the novel, Dickens “jettisons 
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heredity as a determining factor in the formation of the self” for the first time (708) because of 
Darwin’s theory of adaptation encouraged Dickens to move away from the emphasis on 
hereditary determinism evident in his earlier novels.  In the case of Estella, Morgantaler claims 
that “the text is unequivocal in asserting that her personality has been formed by Miss Havisham, 
who adopted her” (708). While neither critic directly addresses Estella’s lack of children in their 
analyses, their arguments lend themselves to the view that Estella’s ultimate evolutionary 
success or failure is determined by her possible reproductivity. Within Morgantaler’s framework, 
Estella’s infertility is further evidence of her unfitness; with such a mother as Miss Havisham 
(another infertile woman, though, in her case, likely due to virginity), it is practically a given that 
Estella would fail to reproduce. Flint addresses the question of children only with Pip, stating 
that, “the very fact that Pip fails to reproduce himself during the course of the novel suggests a 
sterility resulting from an inability to adapt to changing conditions” (Flint 170). She does not 
extend this argument to Estella, but logically Estella’s childlessness must also be part of a failure 
to adapt to the changing conditions brought about by her marriage. 
 Again, though these particular critics do not provide much textual evidence, the novel 
supports these readings. In fact, Estella herself seems to agree with Morgataler and Flint that her 
character is entirely the result of her training by her adopted mother. She asserts as much when 
Miss Havisham rebukes her for being cold-hearted. “You should know…I am what you have 
made me. Take all the praise, take all the blame; take all the success, take all the failure; in short, 
take me…I have never been unfaithful to you or your schooling. I have never shown any 
weakness that I can charge myself with” (277). Later, when Pip is dismayed at her lack of 
feeling, saying “Surely it is not in Nature!” she replies “It is in my nature … It is in the nature 
formed within me” (332). This pointed clarification indicates that Estella understands herself as a 
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product of adaptations to outside influences; in her estimation, her capacities are not formed by 
her soul or character (an inner nature), but rather entirely by the desires and actions of her mother 
by adoption, who forms her daughter’s nature to suit her wish for revenge. 
While Estella maintains a sort of moral neutrality about her creation at the hands of Miss 
Havisham, neither blaming or praising her mother’s parenting, Morgantaler focuses on the 
capacity for negative characteristics to be passed down through influence rather than inheritance 
– Miss Havisham is “cheating and distorting the next generation” through her relationship with 
Estella, in which she passes on her “profound unfitness for this earth on which she was placed” 
(718). Within this framework, Estella represents a cautionary tale of adaptation gone horrifyingly 
wrong; her adoptive mother smothers the girl’s animal drives, leaving Estella with no nurturing 
family instinct, either as a daughter or a potential mother. Unlike Morgantaler, however, Kate 
Flint is less pessimistic in her assessment of the individual’s potential for growth within 
Dickens’s understand of evolution, even after unfit traits have developed. believes that the 
damage to Estella may not be permanent: “If environment and education can mould someone; if 
people do not carry within them their generic, genetically predetermined nature, then there is 
always, optimistically, the possibility that change may come about through improved physical 
surroundings on the one hand, and personal influence on the other” (168).49 And indeed, 
Dickens’s revised ending seems to indicate that she could break out of the pattern of unfitness. 
Estella claims, “suffering has been stronger than all other teaching, and has taught me to 
understand what your heart used to be. I have been bent and broken, but—I hope—into a better 
shape” (442). Miss Havisham’s influence was the most powerful one in her childhood, but 
                                                     
49 Interestingly, Flint associates this optimism with Lamarckian biology – in which behavior during the course of an 
organism’s lifespan can be passed on to the next generation, rather than Darwinian inheritance. Her assumption that 
Darwinism could not have inspired Dickens’s optimism is one that I challenge below. 
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Estella’s environment continues to act on her even after she matures. For better or worse, her 
“shape” is never truly fixed. 
*** 
As demonstrated above, there are both instances in which Great Expectations seems to 
privilege Estella’s biological inheritance from her criminal parents, and times when Miss 
Havisham appears to be her sole creator. While other critics have chosen to focus on one mode 
of influence over the other, I believe that Dickens demonstrates the impossibility of making that 
choice. There is support for seeing Estella as either the result of her physical or her behavioral 
inheritance; Estella is explicitly stated to be the creation of her adopted mother, while Molly and 
Magwitch lurk in plain sight, exerting the occasional pull on her temperament. If Dickens were 
truly consumed by the threat of inheritable degeneration, Estella would be an uncanny replication 
of her dangerous mother despite Miss Havisham’s training; if he were focused only on the 
dangers of maladaption, Estella’s biological parentage would provide little bulwark against her 
adopted environment. Instead of choosing either, Dickens refuses to answer the question of who 
is to blame for Estella’s character. Despite the Darwinian world of his novel, Dickens refuses to 
give his character a simple origin story. 
This tension in Estella’s narrative is reflected in a number of other characters whose 
similarly fraught origins resist clear definition. Pip himself is the product of deceased, 
unknowable biological parents, a cruel adopted “mother” in his biologically-related, but abusive 
sister, the gentle influences of Joe, the overt manipulations of Miss Havisham, and the hidden 
machinations of Magwitch. Even the relatively-wholesome Pocket family vacillates between the 
pulls of blood and education. They frustrate Miss Havisham’s expectations of her relations by 
being “generous, upright, open, and incapable of anything designing or mean” (330); Pip agrees 
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that Matthew and Herbert Pocket, “may be of the same blood, but, believe me, they are not of the 
same nature” as Miss Havisham’s more grasping relatives (330). Still, Pip’s visits to the chaotic 
family home nevertheless demonstrate their susceptibility to the genteel origins of Mrs. Pocket, 
whose father, “had directed Mrs. Pocket to be brought up from her cradle as one who in the 
nature of things must marry a title, and who was to be guarded from the acquisition of plebeian 
domestic knowledge” (173). With so many characters removed from both simple expectations of 
heredity or clear outside influence, biology and environmental adaptations coexist uneasily 
within the personalities of Dickens’s characters throughout the novel. 
It is vital to note that Darwin himself never came down on the side of either determinism 
or adaptation being primary forces in the formation of an organism. Though his theories were 
(and still are) often marshalled in support of determinism, he leaves copious space for 
environmental adaptations and influences in deciding an organism’s fate and the characteristics 
of whole populations. He is clear throughout his texts that evolution requires continuity and 
change, inheritance and adaptability, repetition and variation. He is more detailed in his 
description of adaptation rather than continuity; this emphasis, however, is probably because 
Darwin did not fully understand the mechanism of inheritance, rather than the suggestion of 
preference for adaptation’s power. Darwin was unfamiliar with Mendelian genetics (as, of 
course, were his readers) and was forced to admit in Origin that the “laws governing inheritance 
are for the most part unknown” (Origin… 15).50 He understood by observation of repeated 
characteristics across generations, however, that, whatever the mechanism, biological inheritance 
was a powerful factor in the formation of the individual organism, if not the only factor.  
                                                     
50 Darwin speculated that perhaps “gemmules” released by each partner during sexual intercourse might account for 
the inheritability of certain traits, but he was vague on the details. 
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Dickens’s disinterest in choosing either biological or environmental factors as the more 
essential modes of influence (as well as Darwin’s similar subtle indecision) also mirrors neo-
materialist interest in dismantling the assumed dichotomy of inborn nature and environmentally-
created character (often framed in the terms of nature versus culture51) in favor of a more active 
and engaged materiality. As mentioned above, instead of seeing matter as either wholly 
powerful, or a blank slate onto which culture inscribes values and meaning, neo-materialists 
recognize the interactivity of the body with its environment. “For materiality is always 
something more than “mere” matter: an excess, force, vitality, relationality, or difference that 
renders matter active, self-creative, productive, unpredictable” (Coole 9). In other words, the 
slate pushes back. This critical stance has been supported by recent scientific discoveries in the 
field of genetics, for example, the mapping of the human genome: 
The unexpectedly small number of genes that geneticists actually found compelled them 
to abandon the explanatory framework of simple genetic determinism and to 
acknowledge that an organism’s particular propensities and susceptibilities are produced 
through complex interactions between genes and a host of other factors such as 
hormones, neurochemical stimuli, dietary intake, and environmental conditions. (Coole 
17) 
An entirely deterministic evolutionary analysis lacks an understanding of the potential for 
flexibility due to environmental interactions, while an entirely adaptationist evolutionary 
argument ignores the forcefulness of the body’s agency within those interactions. A focus on 
interactions rather than identities ensures that the individual body’s narrative must include, but 
                                                     
51 See footnote 48 for why I conflate adaptation and culture. 
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also extend beyond origins; in Estella’s case, her story cannot be reduced to either her birth or 
her upbringing – both must be included.  
 
II. Estella’s Will 
Dickens’s refusal to provide decisive closure about the which force exerts the stronger 
pull on identity formation creates an exploratory space between the pulls of biological 
determinism and environmental adaptation. Within that space his text suggests the presence of an 
incalculable individual agency that does not oppose evolutionary forces, but rather negotiates 
between those entangled drives. This agency is present in all the novel’s characters, but none so 
clearly as Estella, whose romantic and reproductive decisions cannot be explained by either 
single evolutionary framework, but only both in combination with one another and Estella’s own 
inscrutable preferences.  
The idea of a powerful individual will may seem to be counter to Darwin’s theories, 
which so often focus on forces outside of the individual organism’s control.52 Instead of 
representing a pre-evolutionary concept of man’s special disconnection from natural law, 
however, Dickens’s foregrounding of individual preferences within a Darwinian system actually 
reflects Darwin’s own acknowledgment of the importance of personal desires within evolution. 
Darwin’s greatest explication of this concept can be found in The Descent of Man’s theory of 
sexual selection, in which he argues that there are traits individuals find pleasurable and 
attractive that are not linked to fitness, but rather to desire.53 In the animal kingdom, this 
                                                     
52 The sense that Darwin’s theories negated the power of individual decision-making is the source of much of the 
anxiety that his thinking provoked – the lack of divine providence being another. Without either God or a stable 
identity for man, evolution seemed to suggest what John Herschel infamously called “the law of higgledy-piggledy.” 
53 Granted, The Descent of Man was published a decade after Great Expectations, and a year after Dickens died, but 
even the Origin made enough reference to sexual selection to suggest the persistence of individual desire within 
evolution. For example, in discussing the power of selective breeding, Darwin states, “I cannot here enter on the 
necessary details; but if man can in a short time give beauty and an elegant carriage to his bantams, according to his 
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phenomenon is exemplified by the elaborate plumage of male birds, including the peacock. Their 
colorful feathers and long tails impart no survival benefits to the organism, and can, in fact, often 
inhibit fitness. “Nor can we doubt that the long train of the peacock and the long tail and wing-
feathers of the Argus pheasant must render them an easier prey to any prowling tiger-cat than 
would otherwise be the case. Even the bright colours of many male birds cannot fail to make 
them conspicuous to their enemies of all kinds” (Descent… 453). Yet these traits persist because 
female birds find them desirable in their mates for purely aesthetic, rather than practical, reasons.   
Among human beings, Darwin sees a similar dynamic operating in the case of the 
different beauty standards he observes among different races: 
We know…from the many facts already given that the colour of the skin is regarded by 
the men of all races as a highly important element in their beauty; so that it is a character 
which would be likely to have been modified through selection, as has occurred in 
innumerable instances with the lower animals. It seems at first sight a monstrous 
supposition that the jet-blackness of the negro should have been gained through sexual 
selection; but this view is supported by various analogies, and we know that negroes 
admire their own colour. (Descent… 673). 
Darwin argues (in, granted, a disappointingly typical racist Victorian manner) that racial 
differentiation itself must be the cumulative result of individuals following their own sexual 
inclinations for non-universal characteristics, including, as inexplicable as his European audience 
would have found it, darker skin. Though aesthetic preference is to some degree inherited, he 
argues, inheritance alone is not enough to account for the variety in preferences across 
                                                     
standard of beauty, I can see no good reason to doubt that female birds, by selecting, during thousands of 
generations, the most melodious or beautiful males, according to their standard of beauty, might produce a marked 
effect” (Origin… 85). I argue that Dickens understood this force and used his novel to explore its importance. 
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populations. Rather, sexual behavior relies upon individuals (usually, though not universally, 
females) determining what they want, what they find attractive, and pursuing it.54    
In “Species,” one of the two articles responding to Darwinism in Dickens’s journal All 
the Year Round, we can find evidence that Dickens understood and endorsed the idea of room for 
individual preference within an evolutionary narrative.55 The author of the article offhandedly 
states that he does not subscribe to Malthusian fears about overpopulation leading to the 
decimation of nature, because the preference of some for city life will naturally lead to fewer 
children and therefore less stress on the environment:  
Man's power of increase and the exercise of his tyranny over the wide-spread earth, are 
greatly checked by his gregarious tendencies. The crowds who continually stream into 
great cities and die there childless, are so many petty tyrants, who abdicate their share of 
territory in the land in favour of its natural brute occupants…the great surplus of the rural 
population is drawn off by the temptations of town, leaving the field clear… (178). 
In other words, though the writer believes in the forces of natural selection in a general sense, he 
sees a mitigating influence of some people’s taste for a “gregarious” life represented by the 
“temptations” of the city. His optimism is bracing, considering that many other reviewers saw 
both Malthus and Darwin as eliminating the power of the individual in the face of instinct and 
drive. Rather than succumbing to this widespread pessimism over population dynamics, 
                                                     
54 As Richard Kaye notes in The Flirt’s Tragedy, Victorian audiences would have responded anxiously to the 
implication of non-reproductive desire. “Such scenarios, in which nature itself seemed to give sanction to “useless” 
desire, would find the female of the species prolonging procreation indefinitely as the male self-preeningly 
competed for a perpetually proffered but never delivered female approval” (86). Kaye links this dynamic to both the 
New Woman and Victorian dandyism, but it is not difficult to imagine Estella in both the role of the withholding 
female and the beautiful “dandy” who pursues only her own desires, without any clear end in view.  
55 Again, the article was published anonymously, and so we cannot be sure that Dickens was the author. The journal 
was, however, so strictly “conducted” by Dickens that he would not have published views, especially on something 
as controversial as evolution, with which he did not agree. Because of that, scholars who have studied both Darwin 
and Dickens read “Species” and “Natural Selection” as Dickens’s endorsement of Darwin’s theories. See for 
example George Levine’s chapter “Dickens and Darwin” in Darwin and the Novelists. 
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however, the author instead asserts that individual pleasure can and will exert itself enough to 
avoid environmental collapse. Individuals are not slaves to their inborn drive to reproduce and 
consume; instead, those desires are only some of the instincts at play when they make decisions 
about family and lifestyle and may easily be swayed by “gregariousness tendencies” and a desire 
for pleasure. 
Both Darwin and Dickens therefore were aligned in their belief in the room for desire 
within the flexible evolutionary interplay of instincts. They now find themselves in good 
company as this flexibility has recently been highlighted and celebrated by neo-materialists like 
Elizabeth Grosz, whose analysis of Darwin’s views on sex and race explores sexual selection’s 
affirmation of “the centrality of an individual level of choice and a small arena of relative control 
in the functioning of the impersonal machinery of natural selection…” (The Nick of Time… 72). 
Grosz argues, as do I, that Darwin’s depictions of the races of man as developing from the 
accumulation of sexual preferences for traits having nothing to do with adaptive fitness indicates 
his understanding of the power of individual desire – a force that would be lost in both 
deterministic and adaptationist understandings of behavior. Sexual selection “deviates from 
natural selection through the expression of the will, or desire, or pleasure of individuals” (Grosz 
The Nick of Time… 73). While Grosz stresses the political potential of such a framework for 
reimagining race (as based in pleasure, rather than inherent difference), I see Darwin to be 
making space for individuals like Estella to pursue pleasures that may move them away from a 
reproductive path. 
Importantly, sexual selection itself has been overlooked or radically reimagined in much 
of mainstream evolutionary theory, which ignores Darwin’s foregrounding of desire in favor of 
the total primacy of natural selection. Richard Prum details the history of this stance in his recent 
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book The Evolution of Beauty, in which he traces the rejection of Darwin’s sexual selection from 
the nineteenth century to today. At the root of this rejection was a concern over females of any 
species exercising choice in mating preferences, as well as a sense that natural selection alone 
could explain all animal (and human) behavior, sexual and otherwise. In order for this to be the 
case, this viewpoint accounts for extravagant beauty and the desire it elicits by arguing that, 
“sexual displays constitute “honest” indicators of quality and condition” (Prum 32). That is, for 
example, that a more symmetrical face must signal greater health or fertility; attraction and 
desire are therefore just our hormones pushing us toward better, sturdier mates. Prum firmly 
counters this stance with his account of aesthetic coevolution, arguing that appreciation for 
beauty is a powerful force in the development of species that cannot be subsumed by natural 
selection. More than a century earlier, before adaptationist evolutionists rejected Darwin’s 
second great idea, Dickens imagined characters whose bodies interacted with their biological 
natures and their upbringings, and yet still made space to want things that would make no sense 
in a world in which natural selection is the only force of nature. In exploring the individual’s 
adaptation to the Victorian cultural and familial environment alongside and against inherited 
characteristics, with room for individual choice, Dickens therefore anticipates the current neo-
materialist turn, counters the Victorian and current mainstream scientific focus on natural 
selection alone, and mirrors Darwin’s own representation of entangled influences and personal 
will. 
**** 
As mentioned above, the entangled forces of evolution and origin are visible in many of 
Great Expectations’s characters, but none so mysteriously as Estella. Estella’s actions are often 
incomprehensible to both the reader and to Pip – we are never directly privy to her thoughts or 
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feelings like we are Pip’s, and she chooses to explicitly communicate so few of them. This 
unintelligibility is most evident in her decision to marry the stupid and violent Bentley Drummle, 
an action that devastates Pip and her adoptive mother, and greatly confuses the reader.56 I argue 
that Estella’s mid-novel decision to marry Bentley Drummle can be read as a prime example of 
the exploratory space between deterministic and adaptationist viewpoints. Not only can it not be 
satisfactorily explained by either single framework explored above, but its connection to sex and 
reproduction gives her decision additional evolutionary heft. Estella “should” be motivated by 
the desire for companionship and security for herself and her offspring; absent those “universal” 
or “natural” desires, she “should” reflect the values of her family group, either natural or 
adopted, in her choice of husband. Her decision to do neither indicates Dickens’s understanding, 
explored by current neo-materialist feminists, of the persistence of individual will specifically 
within the Darwinian narrative of sexual selection. Estella’s mysterious desire for Bentley 
Drummle is an example of an individual following her own will in negotiating sexual options, 
despite her decision conflicting with accepted standards of attraction and fitness. Her marriage 
exemplifies the incalculable nature of sexual selection in its adherence to no easily identifiable 
determining factor.  
                                                     
56 There is, of course, a narrative advantage to Estella’s marrying someone whom Pip hates with such intensity – his 
loss of Estella to Drummle is part of a series of events that cumulatively bring Pip to his lowest point and make him 
realize how drastically he has misread the people in his life. Still, Dickens, fond as he was of coincidence, tends to 
be attentive to both character and plot. Estella’s connection with Drummle is convenient, but also worthy of 
interpretation, which Dickens makes clear when he devotes textual space to others questioning her motives. Many 
critics before me have tackled the question of Estella’s reasoning, coming to vastly different conclusions. Lucille 
Shores and Jennnifer Gribble take her assertion of mercy at face-value and suggest that Drummle is “the only 
husband to whom she can do no harm” (Shores 97). William Axton sees their marriage as a “masochistic union” 
undertaken by an abused child who falls into another kind of abuse through marriage (290). Stanley Friedman 
suggests that Estella sees Drummle as Compeyson’s counterpart and therefore enacts her mother’s revenge on him, 
perhaps even going so far as to kill him (413). Sarah Gates sees Estella’s irrational decision as linking her to 
Hamlet’s suicidal Ophelia: “Her escape, like Ophelia’s, seems mad, but like Ophelia’s it endows her with a virtuous 
femininity…” (397). Only Robert Garnett sees their marriage as an expression of Estella’s actual desires, suggesting 
that she finds the brutish Drummle “sexually more interesting than Pip,” who she would only allow kiss her once, 
after he fights Herbert (75).  
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Bentley Drummle enters into the novel as an antagonist for Pip, who studies with him at 
Mr. Pocket’s establishment: “Heavy in figure, movement, and comprehension,—in the sluggish 
complexion of his face, and in the large, awkward tongue that seemed to loll about in his mouth 
as he himself lolled about in a room,—he was idle, proud, niggardly, reserved, and suspicious” 
(185). Pip’s impression of Drummle does not improve upon acquaintance, and the reader is 
compelled to agree with his ill-opinion. Drummle is sullen, miserly, prone to jealousy and bouts 
of aggression; his physical appearance is unattractive, “old-looking,” and “blotchy” (174; 194). 
Only Jaggers claims to see anything of value about the young man, saying, “I like the fellow, 
Pip; he is one of the true sort” (198). Importantly, this admiration is not of Drummle’s inner 
value, but rather of his refreshingly honest rudeness. Drummle lacks both everything that Pip 
would want for Estella and every trait that Darwin would claim men have fostered to attract 
women – he is not smart, handsome, especially strong, musical, or kind. Even his money can be 
no real draw as Estella, at that point, has her own. The “Spider,” as Jaggers dubs him, has 
nothing to recommend him as a husband to Estella, or as potential father to her hypothetical 
children. Estella’s decision to marry him is baffling, therefore, from both a personal and 
evolutionary perspective. 
A heartbroken Pip is quick to blame Miss Havisham and her plot against all of mankind 
for Estella’s decision. He pleads with Estella to change her mind, under the impression that she is 
being coerced by her mother: 
Estella, dearest Estella, do not let Miss Havisham lead you into this fatal step. Put me 
aside for ever,—you have done so, I well know,—but bestow yourself on some worthier 
person than Drummle. Miss Havisham gives you to him, as the greatest slight and injury 
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that could be done to the many far better men who admire you, and to the few who truly 
love you. (332) 
Pip’s assumption makes a certain kind of sense – the text has demonstrated time and again that 
Miss Havisham is no friend to romance; her orchestrating her daughter’s disastrous marriage 
would not be out of character. Estella, however flatly denies that she is being influenced by her 
mother. “Why do you injuriously introduce the name of my mother by adoption? It is my own 
act” (333). As the scene develops, it becomes clear that this is explicitly the case; not only did 
Miss Havisham not force Estella into matrimony, she strongly objects to her daughter’s choice. 
Estella says, “Miss Havisham would have had me wait, and not marry yet; but I am tired of the 
life I have led, which has very few charms for me, and I am willing enough to change it” (333). 
If Estella were purely the creation of Miss Havisham, she would continue to play the elder’s 
game of attraction and repulsion with scores more men, punishing them for the sins of her 
mother’s faithless fiancé. Instead, Estella calls off the game, and ties herself to a man she knows 
is not worthy of her. Something other than her adaptation to Miss Havisham’s desires, pulls her 
toward Drummle.  
That something else is not, however, a biologically determined character. Nothing about 
her birth parents would suggest that Estella would be driven to choose someone like Drummle as 
a mate. Her separation from both Magwitch and Molly can especially be seen in Estella’s lack of 
emotion surrounding her matrimonial choice – she is not angry at Miss Havisham or Pip, or any 
of her other suitors, merely “tired” of the social games she has played. If she were motivated by a 
fiery desire for revenge, she could be read as her parents’ natural daughter – after all, Magwitch 
raises Pip to enact revenge on his former partner and the upper classes that spurned him, while 
Molly is described as having once been “a perfect fury in point of jealousy,” with a documented 
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tendency toward violence (359). Neither Magwitch or Molly can be said to have chosen their 
mates wisely, but their choices were motivated by passion, something that Estella’s decision 
completely lacks.  
Though Estella’s decision appears incalculable, however, she does not lack her own 
conscious reasons for making it. Estella herself frames her engagement as an act of mercy. When 
Pip bemoans that she will throw herself away on Drummle, she replies: “On whom should I fling 
myself away? ...Should I fling myself away upon the man who would the soonest feel (if people 
do feel such things) that I took nothing to him?” (333). A more suitable man, a man who loves 
her, could never be satisfied with the kind of wife Estella has the capacity to be. Though Pip does 
not see it as such, Estella’s reluctance to marry a more sensitive man than Drummle can be seen 
as a sort of compassion for men like Pip. If Pip, or another honest lover, were her husband, 
Estella’s lack of heart would torture him; she does not need to worry about Drummle’s tender 
feelings because he has none. Again, this compassion is not something that comes clearly from 
either Miss Havisham or Molly (or Magwitch, who is as motivated by revenge as Molly, though 
in a subtler way); it appears to be entirely Estella’s. 
 Estella frames her choice as simply the least offensive available to her; she claims that 
she does not want to continue attracting and disappointing men as Miss Havisham would have 
her do, but neither does she want to marry a besotted young man who would only be heartbroken 
at her lack of tenderness. Bentley Drummle certainly offers a way out of both bad options. A 
conversation Pip has with Mr. Jaggers, however, indicates that there might be something actively 
attractive about the match to Estella – that, it not only lacks something she wishes to avoid, but 
provides something that she may desire to have. He says of Drummle’s future marriage: 
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…he may not have it all his own way. The stronger will win in the end, but the stronger 
has to be found out first…If he should turn to and beat her, he may possibly get the 
strength on his side; if it should be a question of intellect, he certainly will not. It would 
be chance work to give an opinion how a fellow of that sort will turn out in such 
circumstances, because it’s a toss-up between two results…A fellow like our friend the 
Spider…either beats or cringes. He may cringe and growl, or cringe and not growl; but he 
either beats or cringes…So here’s to Mrs. Bentley Drummle…and may the question of 
supremacy be settled to the lady’s satisfaction! To the satisfaction of the lady and the 
gentleman, it never will be. (356-357) 
Mr. Jaggers implies that marriage to Bentley Drummle may offer Estella the prospect of active 
competition, something that she is unlikely to get in any other relationship. If she did feel the 
pull toward manipulation or violence instilled by either of her mothers, which the text certainly 
suggests she does, Bentley Drummle offers a convenient target for her instincts; too unworthy of 
compassion for Estella to feel guilty about disappointing him. Estella herself tells Pip, “Don’t be 
afraid of my being a blessing to him…I shall not be that” (333). Her words do little to reassure 
Pip, but they let the reader know that she fully intends to be a thorn in the Spider’s side and may 
even relish the prospect. Her act of mercy, therefore, may be a little less merciful than it first 
appears; sure, Estella wants to avoid hurting those who do not deserve it, but she also may want 
to frustrate someone who does. 
Like Bertha, then, Estella is driven by the drives of her body and her environment to 
compete and to struggle – to act, in other words, like a fully aware social being attempting to 
secure power and agency in her environment.57 The difference, however, is that Bertha is 
                                                     
57 See the chapter above for a discussion of the prevalence of non-maternally-focused female competition in nature.  
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unwillingly placed in her competitive environment, while Estella chooses this competition over 
the relative security of another marriage or remaining with her mother. This is not to argue, of 
course, that Estella craves or deserves the physical violence that Bentley Drummle eventually 
uses to secure the upper hand in their relationship, but rather that the text indicates her desire for 
variety and challenge. Her explicit justification for her engagement does not only indicate her 
capacity for compassion, but also her sheer boredom – she is “tired” of the status quo; she wants 
“change” and action (333). The stagnation of life with Miss Havisham or a dull, adoring husband 
hold no interest for her. Like evolution itself, Estella seeks variety and growth through her 
marriage. 
The sort of relationship Estella anticipates would not easily allow space for children; 
while other Darwinian critics would see the Drummle union’s sterility as a sign of its unfitness 
and failure, I instead argue that the lack of children would be a draw for Estella.58 Estella’s 
coldness and Drummle’s violence would make them terrible parents, though, granted, no more 
terrible than, for example, Mrs. Joe. Unlike Pip’s sister, however, Estella has the ability to 
deliberately choose a relationship with a low interpersonal compatibility and a high chance of 
infertility. How she pursues this infertility is not explicitly mentioned, of course, but the reader 
can imagine many plausible scenarios.59 One of these would be Estella’s simple refusal of sex 
with her husband. If, as I argue above, Estella enters into her marriage anticipating and desiring 
combat, rather than cooperation, consummation could easily become an area of resistance 
between the two spouses.  
                                                     
58 I should note that the text does not draw explicit attention to the lack of children in Estella’s marriage, but her 
solitude in both versions of the novel’s ending indicates that she and Bentley had no children. In the first, she is 
traveling alone and kisses the “pretty child” she believes to be Pip’s; in the second she is a “solitary figure” in Satis 
House, which she deems “the only possession I have not relinquished. Everything else has gone from me, little by 
little” (441). In both cases, children are not mentioned and her complete solitude is emphasized. 
59 See the previous chapter for evidence that Victorian wives attempted to find ways to control and limit their own 
fertility prior to the widespread availability of birth control.  
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Like her avoidance of childbearing, Estella’s actual reasoning for desiring childlessness 
in her marriage is not mentioned, but we can extrapolate from her aforementioned defense of her 
choice to marry Bentley Drummle in the first place - if Estella is sensitive to the potential power 
imbalance that would exist in a romantic relationship with men like Pip, she would be even more 
aware of her limits as a potential mother. She explicitly believes herself to be incapable of love, 
while also being particularly aware of the impact a lack of parental love can have on a child. She 
knows she would have nothing to offer a child and would therefore do everything in her power to 
ensure that she does not carry one to term. Her lack of children with Bentley Drummle may not 
simply be the accidental result of a union between two mismatched individuals, but rather a state 
that Estella actively pursues. She does not wish to disappoint anyone who loves her; she would 
shudder to create another burden in a child. 
Though novel is unclear about whether Estella might one day change her mind and re-
enter the reproductive narrative either through a relationship with Pip or her unnamed kind 
doctor, both possibilities mark her as fundamentally different from, though still influenced by, 
Miss Havisham and Molly and Magwitch, and her desires themselves as flexible and dependent 
on circumstance. Both possible marriages represent modest partnerships based in kindness and 
compassion, rather than the combativeness of her first marriage. This is not to say that her later 
repentance negates the importance of her desire for her tempestuous partnership with Drummle, 
but rather that it highlights that what Estella desires is not only not fixed by her parentage or 
environment, it is also not static within her. The desire for romantic partnership and children is 




It is also important to note that Estella’s final inconclusive independence is echoed in the 
novel’s other young characters: Pip, for example, learns to appreciate both his “fathers” Joe and 
Magwitch, but cannot truly emulate either. He strikes out on his own path, as distinct from the 
blacksmith’s life as it is the life of leisure his convict benefactor once desired for him. Even 
sweet Herbert moves away from his dysfunctional and parents to create something new for 
himself and his wife under Pip and Miss Havisham’s hidden patronage. In these two young men, 
Dickens celebrates the potential of the self-made man, who escapes the past by “looking about” 
him and striking out on his own (230). Estella’s narrative subtly indicates how her negotiation of 
her sexual and reproductive prospects allows her to become a similarly self-made young woman, 
though with a necessarily smaller range for action because of her patriarchal environment. 
Instead of the machine that she envisions herself to be, Estella is, like Pip and Herbert, an active 
agent functioning within the tensions of her biological drives and creating her own future.  
 
III. Biddy’s Maternal Explorations 
Recognizing that Estella’s agency places her on a similar level of biological agency as the 
novel’s protagonist should alert the reader to Dickens’s interest in providing paths for feminine 
self-determination. This stance obviously distinguishes Dickens from the many Victorian 
thinkers who saw femaleness as a limiting state, in large part because of women’s greater 
biological investment in reproduction.60 One could, however, potentially argue that Estella only 
earns her radical agency because she deliberately seeks to avoid maternal limitations; that is, she 
does not become a mother within the text, and thus has energy and inclination to pursue other, 
more individual desires, whereas maternal female characters would be more consumed by their 
                                                     
60 See Chapter 1 for an overview of these stances. 
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reproductive instincts. A closer look at another female character in the novel, however, disproves 
this supposition. The women of Great Expectations, both mothers and not, are repeatedly shown 
to be negotiating their own desires in ways that are neither determined nor automatic, but various 
and deliberate.  
Specifically, Biddy’s narrative proves that even the most traditionally feminine character 
of the novel embarks upon a deliberate, willful quest to satisfy her individual desires apart from 
her interest in romance and reproduction. Biddy, who is often considered a simple foil to Estella 
by both Pip and the reader, at first glance seems to represent the good, natural woman in contrast 
to Estella’s proto-femme fatale.61 She is one of only three women in the novel to achieve 
domestic happiness – Herbert’s sweet wife Clara and Wemmick’s dear Miss Skiffins are, 
presumably, the others, though they are afforded far less narrative attention than either Biddy or 
Estella.62 Because of this, Biddy seems at first to be just one in a long line of Dickens’s many 
sweet household managers, like Amy Dorrit and Esther Summerson before her.63 The fact that 
Biddy’s narrative ends in a traditional form of fulfillment with a modest, but comfortable home, 
a kind husband, and at least two children does not, however, negate the character’s efforts at 
personal satisfaction influenced, but not controlled by her biological instincts. Her unorthodox 
path and individual desires, though they land her at a familiar destination, prove that Estella’s 
feminine agency is the rule rather than the exception in Dickens’s text.    
                                                     
61 Critics often echo the assumption that Biddy exists only to show Pip how foolish his obsession with Estella is, or 
to provide a counterpoint to Estella’s cruel ways. For example, “Pip’s divergent impulses are embodied in the two 
women he loves in different ways. Estella representing the lure of emotional sexual intensity, Biddy the appeal of 
domestic moderation and stability (Garnett 75-76). This leads to Biddy being viewed as comparatively dull: 
“Biddy…is the novel's one truly virtuous, patient, domestic woman, but as a character she is by contrast bland, like 
most "good" women in Dickens.” (Scheckner 237) 
62 Robert Garnett puts the three women together, saying “Biddy, Clara, and Miss Skiffins are nest-builders, highly 
valued for their contribution to domestic comfort and harmony” (63). 
63 One could argue that Mrs. Pocket, Herbert’s mother, is also a happy wife and mother, but I believe that her 




When Biddy is introduced as a sort of de facto assistant teacher in Pip’s ramshackle 
village school, Pip’s description of her muddy familial background immediately aligns her with 
both Pip and Estella. “Biddy was Mr. Wopsle’s great-aunt’s granddaughter; I confess myself 
quite unequal to the working out of the problem, what relation she was to Mr. Wopsle. She was 
an orphan like myself; like me, too, had been brought up by hand” (40). Biddy is yet another of 
the novel’s orphans with obscure origins, ensuring that she can never truly be reduced to either 
her heredity or circumstances. Even if one were tempted to try to connect Biddy’s behavior and 
choices to her biological family, it would be in vain; she demonstrates grace and intelligence that 
set her apart from both Mr. Wopsle’s shallow vanity and his great aunt’s doddering laziness. 
Similarly, she shines in relation to those among whom she socializes, including both her family 
and Pip’s – she does not seem grievously harmed by either her family’s neglect or the marital 
and class tensions of the Gargery family. Absent any clear origin story, therefore, Biddy’s 
generous impulses, like Estella’s more mysterious ones, seem to come from within. 
Those instincts do, however, manifest themselves in a markedly different manner than 
Estella’s. While Estella pursues her fruitless and combative marriage, Biddy instead chooses to 
pursue community and work before settling into wifehood and maternity.64 She first does so as a 
helper to Mrs. Joe after her attack by Orlick. “Biddy came to us with a small speckled box 
containing the whole of her worldly effects, and became a blessing to the household… Biddy 
instantly taking the cleverest charge of [my sister] as though she had studied her from infancy…” 
(112). After Mrs. Joe dies, Biddy then moves on to be to the headmistress of her own school, 
using the skills she had learned from her great aunt and tutoring young Pip. “I am going to try to 
                                                     
64 Granted, Biddy’s lower class position makes her working less of a choice than a necessity. Still, I suggest that the 
satisfaction and skill with which she pursues both of her occupations suggests that she demonstrates fitness for her 
occupations that no one of her class in the novel shows, with the exception of Joe.  
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get the place of mistress in the new school nearly finished here. I can be well recommended by 
all the neighbors, and I hope I can be industrious and patient, and teach myself while I teach 
others” (258). Pip is rather startled and impressed by her initiative when he hears her plan. The 
reader, however, should be attentive to the ways that Biddy focuses on forging broad community 
ties rather than just familial or romantic ones – far from being limited by a desire for marriage or 
children, Biddy works to expand her support network apart from her romantic prospects.  
Pip’s surprise at Biddy’s intentions to become a headmistress may be rooted in shock that 
she does not wish to pursue a more traditional course of feminine security. He asks, “How are 
you going to live, Biddy? If you want any mo—” before she cuts him off with her professional 
plans (258). His truncated offer of money indicates that Pip sees Biddy as someone who expects 
him to rescue her and is merely waiting for him to swoop in with a solution to her situation 
(perhaps, one day, through marriage). Pip’s limited view of Biddy’s capacities is not shocking; 
throughout their relationship Pip has considered Biddy to be his patient alternative to Estella, 
with her generosity and humbleness making her Estella’s natural rival for his affections. When 
Biddy first matures into a young woman, Pip is quick to notice the change and consider her a 
romantic possibility for himself, but he frames her development always in comparison to the 
more glamorous Estella: 
Imperceptibly I became conscious of a change in Biddy, however. Her shoes came up at 
the heel, her hair grew bright and neat, her hands were always clean. She was not 
beautiful,—she was common, and could not be like Estella,—but she was pleasant and 
wholesome and sweet-tempered. She had not been with us more than a year (I remember 
her being newly out of mourning at the time it struck me), when I observed to myself one 
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evening that she had curiously thoughtful and attentive eyes; eyes that were very pretty 
and very good. (113-114) 
Biddy is the match that Pip believes he would have made if not for the inflated hopes Miss 
Havisham’s attentions and his eventual expectations engendered in him, and that is all he can see 
her as. Like the scientists of his generation, he places sweet, natural Biddy firmly into the role of 
future wife and mother and can see no other path for her. He believes she would need him 
because he cannot imagine her having another desire other than to be his wife. 
The text ensures, however, that the reader is critical of Pip’s narrow view of Biddy and 
his ignorance of her desires in part by giving Biddy sardonic, if quiet reactions, to all his 
intended compliments. For example, early in the text Pip mourns to her: “If I could have settled 
down…and been but half as fond of the forge as I was when I was little, I know it would have 
been much better for me… I might even have grown up to keep company with you…I should 
have been good enough for you; shouldn’t I, Biddy?” (116). Biddy, responds, with a sarcasm that 
the young Pip does not pick up on, “Yes; I am not over-particular” (116). Later in that same 
encounter, Pip is quick to take a proprietary interest in Biddy’s sexuality, despite his professed 
disinterest; he bluntly states “I don’t approve of it” when Biddy reveals that Orlick has been 
flirting with her (120). Her annoyed response, “Nor I neither…Though that makes no difference 
to you,” is ignored by Pip, who focuses only on the personal insult that he feels about Orlick 
encroaching on his potential backup girlfriend (120). Throughout these exchanges, Pip’s 
obliviousness to Biddy as a person with her own desires is clear. Yes, she disapproves of his 
infatuation with Estella, and yes, she may have some complicated feelings for Pip, but she also 
finds his assumptions of possession over her and his perpetual comparisons of her to Estella to be 
insulting, and she is not afraid to let Pip know that (though he refuses to entirely catch her 
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meaning). While the reader only encounters Biddy through her interactions with Pip, the novel 
makes clear that she possesses subtle depths and personal desires that are hidden to her unaware 
friend. 
 Despite continued hints that she exists to be more than his second-choice wife, Pip’s 
insistence that Biddy’s only role is to be his practical, traditional romantic choice persists as he 
matures. Once the drama with his convict fully unfolds, Pip returns to his home, convinced that 
Biddy will be waiting for him: 
The purpose was, that I would go to Biddy, that I would show her how humbled and 
repentant I came back, that I would tell her how I had lost all I once hoped for, that I 
would remind her of our old confidences in my first unhappy time. Then I would say to 
her, “Biddy, I think you once liked me very well, when my errant heart, even while it 
strayed away from you, was quieter and better with you than it ever has been since. If you 
can like me only half as well once more, if you can take me with all my faults and 
disappointments on my head, if you can receive me like a forgiven child …I hope I am a 
little worthier of you that I was,—not much, but a little. … And now, dear Biddy, if you 
can tell me that you will go through the world with me, you will surely make it a better 
world for me, and me a better man for it, and I will try hard to make it a better world for 
you.” (431) 
It is a pretty speech, something that the prodigal son might have said, though more romantic, and 
it would have provided neat closure to both Pip’s narrative and Biddy’s: the repentant son returns 
to his roots; the patient girl-next-door becomes his faithful wife and mother to his children. Of 
course those, like all of Pip’s other expectations, are eventually dashed. When he sees Biddy, he 
finds that she has not been waiting for him at all: “It’s my wedding-day!..and I am married to 
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Joe!” (437). This is the final disappointment that leads Pip first to faint in shock, and then to 
strike out with Herbert, away from both his home village and city life in London, finally awake 
to the knowledge that he has misunderstood all of the people in his life, even simple Biddy. 
 The reader may echo Pip’s initial surprise at Biddy’s marriage to Joe. The text does not, 
after all, give any direct glimpses into their relationship, nor do Biddy or Joe reveal their feelings 
to either the reader or Pip prior to this moment. Instead, their marriage encourages the reader to 
look back at the clues that the novel gave us all along that the two characters may be developing 
affection for one another: Biddy’s help around the home and her kindness toward Mrs. Joe, 
reflecting Joe’s own insistence on treating his wife well despite her failings; Biddy’s teaching 
Joe to read and write; Biddy’s understanding of Joe’s pride in the face of Pip’s city snobbery. In 
retrospect, the match makes perfect sense, despite their age difference.  Even more than 
providing a suitable match for two of the novel’s most moral and steadfast characters, however, 
their marriage is another sign that Biddy has interiority and desires, though the novel does not 
depict them directly. In his lack of awareness, Pip can imagine nothing more natural than 
Biddy’s eternal love for him; her love for Joe proves both Pip’s ignorance and her agency. 
What exactly satisfies Biddy about her relationship with Joe may be easily imagined. The 
reader is told that he is handsome and kind: “Joe was a fair man, with curls of flaxen hair on each 
side of his smooth face, and with eyes of such a very undecided blue that they seemed to have 
somehow got mixed with their own whites. He was a mild, good-natured, sweet-tempered, easy-
going, foolish, dear fellow…” (7). Additionally, where Pip is all angst and indecision, Joe is a 
man who is comfortable in his role as a blacksmith, as an adopted father, and a member of his 
community. He has no problem being “common,” something that the equally-common Biddy 
would no doubt appreciate. The text gives only a glimpse of their marriage at the end of the 
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novel, when Pip returns after many years to visit and spend time with their children. Their 
household is shown to be peaceful and domestic: “When Biddy looked down at her child, and 
put its little hand to her lips, and then put the good matronly hand with which she had touched it 
into mine. There was something in the action, and in the light pressure of Biddy’s wedding-ring, 
that had a very pretty eloquence in it” (440). Biddy is clearly happy with Joe and he with her; her 
later urging of Pip to get married himself can be seen as her advertising for an institution that has 
been good to her. 
What this final image of domestic bliss leaves out, however, is the particular dynamic 
that Biddy may enjoy in her marriage. Again, the reader rarely glimpses the happy couple 
together before their marriage, but the text does divulge that Biddy teaches Joe how to write. 
This activity is revealed when Pip sees him laboriously writing a letter home to Biddy. “…[O]n 
the whole he got on very well indeed; and when he had signed his name… he got up and hovered 
about the table, trying the effect of his performance from various points of view, as it lay there, 
with unbounded satisfaction” (424). Pip’s observation of Joe’s writing is meant to be humorous, 
but it also suggests that Biddy put a great deal of time and effort into her tutelage of Joe for him 
to have gotten so far. Their student-teacher dynamic echoes her earlier friendship with Pip, in 
which she tutors him in his letters so that he might advance in the world. “… I mentioned to 
Biddy …that I had a particular reason for wishing to get on in life, and that I should feel very 
much obliged to her if she would impart all her learning to me. Biddy…immediately said she 
would, and indeed began to carry out her promise within five minutes” (66). While it would be 
tempting to read her teaching of Joe to be a reminder of her thwarted love for her first informal 
“student,” I argue instead that it suggests that Biddy has a true passion for learning and teaching, 
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and that part of the appeal of her marriage to Joe would be the opportunity to continue to perform 
a professional role that brought her a great deal of satisfaction.  
The text is clear that Biddy’s educational interest is not merely the result of circumstance; 
she does not become a teacher merely because she needs the money. She is honestly a patient 
teacher and a skilled student, to the point where she exceeds Pip in their studies, much to his 
exasperation. “How do you manage, Biddy…to learn everything that I learn, and always to keep 
up with me?” (114). Though Biddy modestly suggests that her ability is not the result of any 
particular talent, Pip marvels, “I began to think her rather an extraordinary girl. For I called to 
mind now, that she was equally accomplished in the terms of our trade, and the names of our 
different sorts of work, and our various tools. In short, whatever I knew, Biddy knew” (114). 
Without the means to pursue her own studies, Biddy makes the most of her position in her 
village, and, eventually, her marriage, to teach and learn. In marrying Joe, a very willing student, 
she would not simply be achieving the assumed wifely benefits of security and children, but the 
additional benefit of finding personal fulfillment.   
In his theory of sexual selection, Darwin does not explicitly suggest that women may find 
personal inner fulfillment in either teaching or learning; he is, in fact, quite dismissive of 
women’s intellectual capacities.65 His theory does, however, suggest that intellectual pursuits are 
necessarily related to sexual desire. Men, he argues, have developed great mental abilities 
because they were once required to compete with one another for women’s attention and 
affection. “…[T]o avoid enemies or to attack them with success, to capture wild animals, and to 
fashion weapons, requires the aid of the higher mental faculties, namely, observation, reason, 
invention, or imagination. These various faculties will thus have been continually put to the test 
                                                     
65 See Chapter 1 for examples of Darwin’s argument about the naturally limited intellects of women. 
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and selected during manhood” (Descent… 630). Smarter men tended to be more sexually and 
reproductively successful and transmitted their intelligence to their sons. Even though men have 
the power of selection in modern courtship, Darwin argues, they have inherited generations of 
mental gifts from their reproductively-successful ancestors, which they can now use to pursue 
knowledge in the arts and sciences, while women are left comparatively behind.  
 I do not suggest that Biddy’s love of learning, and her willingness to combine that love 
with her crush on Pip and eventual relationship with Joe, suggests simply Darwin’s sexual 
selection theories operating in reverse; that is, I do not believe that Biddy pursues education to 
compete with Estella (or other women) so that she might be considered a better, more attractive 
mate to Pip or Joe. To do so would minimize her intellectual desires by making them subsidiary 
to her reproductive desires and would suggest that either Pip or Joe is swayed toward love by her 
intellect, which the novel does not suggest. Instead, I argue that Darwin’s conflation of learning 
and sexual desire allows us to see Biddy’s pursuit of education as an interior drive as 
fundamental and instinctual as Estella’s desire to avoid children. If, in Darwin’s view, centuries 
of human competition and development have led men to pursue knowledge, that pull toward 
knowledge has become natural;66 Biddy’s talent for learning therefore must be as much a part of 
her evolutionary body as her eventual fitness for motherhood.  
Even though Biddy embodies the stereotypical feminine virtues of patience and 
generosity, and even though her story ends with successful marriage and reproduction, she still 
demonstrates instincts for roles other than the maternal. Dickens allows, therefore, his female 
characters to pursue their own desires both in opposition to and alongside maternity. There is 
                                                     
66 Again, see Chapter 1 for examples of how Darwin’s followers used his figuration of sexual selection to argue that 
male competition – and the resulting increased in mental power and physical strength - has made men naturally fit 
for a variety of roles, while women are limited only to motherhood.  
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nothing especially limiting, in his text, about having a female, or maternal body. Even after 
reading Darwin, Dickens sees the potential for self-making in his fictional young women, 
whether they desire children or not. 
 
IV. The Web of Influence 
The way that Dickens allows Estella and Biddy unexpected agency within their 
contrasting narratives reflects Darwin’s interest in maintaining individual will within an 
evolutionary system. These characterizations also indicate that Dickens may be interested in 
exploring evolutionary relations outside of the expected tale of biological mother-to-child 
descent, especially when they are considered alongside his text’s focus on non-traditional 
families. The specific cases of Miss Havisham and Estella and Mrs. Joe and Pip both emphasize 
the potential for complication in intergenerational relations, including the possibility that 
children may have as much a role in shaping their parents as parents do in shaping their children. 
Similarly, the final “reproduction” of Pip in Biddy and Joe’s household, rather than his own, 
signals that Dickens was invested in a complex familial teleology that reflects Darwin’s own 
entangled vision of futurity.  
Charles Dickens clearly highlights the importance of adoptive parental relationships, both 
formalized and not, throughout Great Expectations. Estella, of course, is formally adopted by 
Miss Havisham, Pip is “brought up by hand” by his sister and Joe and secretly “adopted” by 
Magwitch, and the orphaned Biddy is quietly raised by her elderly relations. As argued above, 
these relationships are not seamless – adopted parents have difficulty controlling their children, 
and are not able to completely shape their characters, which are formed from both biological and 
internal forces alongside (and sometimes in tension with) the impact of their adopted parents’ 
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lessons. I argue, however, that Dickens focuses on these adoptive and blended families not to 
demonstrate that they are weaker or less natural than entirely biological ones, but to show that all 
familial relations are fraught with doomed expectations when children are seen as extensions of 
their parents’ desires.  
Dickens’s understanding of adoption as natural may have come from his own experiences 
and observations, but Darwin also gave evidence of the prevalence of adoption in nature, and its 
agreement with an evolutionary perspective. While his writings do not foreground adopted 
relations, Darwin still, among all of focus on reproduction and descent, is sure to include the 
possibility of complex and close relations between adopted parents and their children. For 
example, he recounts another naturalist’s observations of a particular group of monkeys: 
“Orphan monkeys were always adopted and carefully guarded by the other monkeys, both males 
and females” (Descent…91). Females in particular were quick to adopt young monkeys, 
sometimes even outside of their own species. “One female baboon had so capacious a heart that 
she not only adopted young monkeys of other species, but stole young dogs and cats, which she 
continually carried about” (Descent… 91). Still, he found, when given the option between a 
more closely and distantly related offspring, adopted parents would chose to foster the closer 
relation. “…I heard…that an old baboon…had adopted a Rhesus monkey; but when a young drill 
and mandrill were placed in the cage, she seemed to perceive that these monkeys, though distinct 
species, were her nearer relatives, for she at once rejected the Rhesus and adopted both of them” 
(Descent… 91). Adoption in Darwin’s observation is therefore both common and diverse, 
ranging from relatives of the deceased parents to members of different species. He is clear 
throughout his writings that non-biological relations nevertheless create familial bonds and that 
non-related parents can have a clear impact on the next generation. 
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More recent evolutionary scholarship has confirmed Darwin’s implied argument about 
the ubiquity of adoption. For example, in his study of human adoption from an evolutionary 
perspective, Anthony Volk reports that adoptive families are found in diverse forms throughout 
different social and cultural groups. “Adoption can occur between related or unrelated 
individuals, it can be permanent or temporary in duration, it can be formal or informal, and it can 
serve a wide range of (sometimes competing) goals…Adoption appears to be a universal human 
phenomenon” (114 - 121). Like Darwin, he concludes that the most common form of adoption is 
between related individuals, in which the family of the deceased or unfit parents take on the care 
of the child. “Adoption of kin due to deceased, impoverished, absent, or incompetent parents is 
found in virtually all cultures, including Western cultures” (116). The evolutionary impulses 
behind the commonality of adoption are unclear, but likely include economic and social 
advantages for those adopting unrelated children and biological advantages for those adopting 
young kin. Though the adoptive parents of Dickens’s novel were fulfilling Victorian social 
expectations and moral obligations, they were also making manifest their own biological 
impulses toward adoption. 
If both Darwin and his follows emphasize the ubiquity of adoption, especially the 
adoption of children by their extended family, it is notable that Dickens shows an especially 
harmful dynamic between Pip and his adopted mother, his sister Mrs. Joe. As his much older 
sister, Mrs. Joe has a biological link to the boy she brought up by hand, but this does not prevent 
their relationship from becoming unhealthy – Pip’s childhood is fraught with fear of his sister’s 
physical punishments and guilt because of her emotional abuse. Mrs. Joe, of course, blames Pip 
for her own temper and violence:  
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“If it warn’t for me you’d have been to the churchyard long ago, and stayed there. Who 
brought you up by hand?” 
“You did,” said I. 
“And why did I do it, I should like to know?” exclaimed my sister. 
I whimpered, “I don’t know.” 
“I don’t!” said my sister. “I’d never do it again! I know that. I may truly say I’ve never 
had this apron of mine off since born you were. It’s bad enough to be a blacksmith’s wife 
(and him a Gargery) without being your mother.” (9) 
Mrs. Joe’s anger toward Pip is frightening, and her treatment of him is obviously contemptable; 
her stuttered deathbed request for Pip’s pardon does not do much to erase the years he spent in 
fear of his sister. In contrast, the relationships between Miss Havisham and Estella and Pip and 
Magwitch are more complicated. Though neither represents an ideal parent-child relationship, 
they are nevertheless marked by love; Miss Havisham loves her daughter with an unhealthy 
desperation, while Pip and his convict become increasingly close as the latter reaches death. “I 
will never stir from your side…when I am suffered to be near you. Please God, I will be as true 
to you as you have been to me!” (409). Pip shares no such intimacy with Mrs. Joe. 
Dickens, therefore, cannot be emphasizing adoption just to demonstrate its inferiority to a 
biological ideal, when his example of biological adoption is shown to be the least loving. Put 
another way, the problem with Miss Havisham and Magwitch is not that they are not related to 
the children they adopt. Instead, I argue, the common flaw in both Magwitch’s sponsorship of 
Pip and Miss Havisham’s adoption of Estella is their explicit desire to use their children to enact 
revenge. In doing so, they treat their children like things instead of people (something that Mrs. 
Joe was also fond of – recall her gleeful designation of young Pip as a “squeaker” (25)). This 
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mistake not only ignores the individual agency that Dickens is so careful to grant to his young 
characters, but also neglects to consider that parent-child relationships do not only consist of 
parental influence over children. Children, even these adopted children, are not the simple 
products of their parents’ expectations, but are also shown to have the ability to alter their 
creators, thus reversing the expected path of influence implied by descent.  
This reciprocity is seen in both examples where non-related parents adopt children, most 
clearly with Miss Havisham and Estella. As mentioned above, there is a temptation to simply 
frame Miss Havisham as the creator and Estella as her flawed creation, but this view ignores the 
active role that Estella has in actively shaping Miss Havisham’s actions and desires. Her mother 
may partially mold her, but Estella also powerfully changes her mother. Miss Havisham attempts 
to explain herself to Pip: 
My dear! Believe this: when she first came to me, I meant to save her from misery like 
my own. At first, I meant no more…But as she grew, and promised to be very beautiful, I 
gradually did worse, and with my praises, and with my jewels, and with my teachings, 
and with this figure of myself always before her, a warning to back and point my lessons, 
I stole her heart away, and put ice in its place. (365) 
In this moment, both Miss Havisham and Pip are concentrating on how Miss Havisham has erred 
in her teaching – how she has failed Estella – but this account shows that Miss Havisham’s 
intentions with her daughter were shaped by Estella herself as well as her own history. Estella’s 
beauty, and perhaps her alacrity in absorbing Miss Havisham’s lessons in cruelty, changed what 
Miss Havisham intended and desired for her daughter. The moral responsibility for their twisted 
relationship of course rests with Miss Havisham, as the adult, but the reciprocity of the dynamic 
itself – and that it is dynamic, rather than static – must be recognized. Nor is this reciprocity 
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restricted to only the two women: Estella’s hardening of Miss Havisham impacts the latter’s use 
of the young Pip; Miss Havisham’s recognition of her mistakes with her daughter lead her to 
support Herbert Pocket, which, in turn allows Pip to have a future with his friend. The lines of 
influence and impact multiply in various directions, rather than pointing inevitably toward the 
future and biological offspring. 
 Pip also fundamentally changes the character of his secret father, Magwitch, in presenting 
the latter with the opportunity to pursue revenge against those who had oppressed him. 
Magwitch admits as much when he reveals himself as Pip’s benefactor:  
Yes, Pip, dear boy, I’ve made a gentleman on you! It’s me wot has done it! I swore that 
time, sure as ever I earned a guinea, that guinea should go to you. I swore arterwards, 
sure as ever I spec’lated and got rich, you should get rich. I lived rough, that you should 
live smooth; I worked hard, that you should be above work. What odds, dear boy? Do I 
tell it, fur you to feel a obligation? Not a bit. I tell it, fur you to know as that there hunted 
dunghill dog wot you kep life in, got his head so high that he could make a gentleman,—
and, Pip, you’re him! (291-292) 
In this moment Pip is concentrating on the horror he feels to know that such a low person has 
been the making of him. He ignores the part of the convict’s narrative that reveals how much the 
convict has changed himself so that he might become Pip’s second father. Magwitch alters the 
course of his own life because Pip exists as his hope for revenge. He later recalls using Pip’s 
existence as a bulwark against the abuse he faced from wealthier or higher class men: “‘If I ain’t 
a gentleman, nor yet ain’t got no learning, I’m the owner of such. All on you owns stock and 
land; which on you owns a brought-up London gentleman?’ This way I kep myself a going” 
(293). His patronage of Pip allows Magwitch to adopt a new, secret identity as a creator.  
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 Importantly, there is an explicit recognition of the entwined nature of creation between 
parents and children when Pip attempts to conceal his convict after the latter’s illegal return to 
England: “The imaginary student pursued by the misshapen creature he had impiously made, was 
not more wretched than I, pursued by the creature who had made me, and recoiling from him 
with a stronger repulsion, the more he admired me and the fonder he was of me” (310). The ease 
with which Pip compares the Frankenstein / monster dynamic to that of Pip and Magwitch, even 
acknowledging the switch in position between “father” and “son”, demonstrates how entangled 
relationships between children and parents can become. Children change their parents, not only 
by literally making them parents, but by altering their characters in response to their child’s 
presence and potential. 
  The novel’s interest in showing the impact that children can have on their parents, rather 
than just the ways that parents can shape their children, might seem to contradict Darwin’s 
assumed investment in descent – that is, his focus on the lines of inheritance moving inevitably 
into the future. Despite the popular conflation of evolution with a fixed endpoint of perfection, 
however, (consider, for example Barack Obama’s claim that he had “evolved” toward tolerance 
in his acceptance of gay marriage), Darwin’s own theories resist a purely future-focused 
teleological structure.67 He looked backward to understand how the present had come to be; he 
made no solid claims about what the future would look like, only that, “[j]udging from the past, 
we may safely infer that not one living species will transmit its unaltered likeness to a distinct 
                                                     
67 Even though Darwin states at the end of Origin that, “as natural selection works solely by and for the good of each 
being, all corporeal and mental endowments will tend to progress towards perfection” readers would do well to 
remember his earlier assertion that what is “good” for one species is not “good” in the moral sense. A more perfect 
fungus, for example, could destroy all other forms of life in its ecosystem by being evolutionarily successful. 
Darwin’s emphasis on chance and change also ensures that the path toward the future is unpredictable to anyone in 
the present. His theories are not, therefore, teleological in the sense that they depict steady progression toward a pre-
determined endpoint. George Levine believed that Darwin’s denial of teleology and design “undercut the basis of 
most Western narrative” (18) and influenced the late-nineteenth-century “dissatisfactions with closure” (19). 
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futurity” (Origin… 506).  In showing Estella shaping her mother, and her mother, in turn 
changing Pip and Herbert, and Pip altering the path of his convict’s life, Dickens depicts a 
complex, unpredictable web of influence defined by change, rather than a singular line of 
predictable descent.  
 The complexity of the relations that Dickens maps in his novel can also be exemplified in 
the text’s penultimate scene, in which Pip is confronted with the image of his young self when 
visiting Biddy and Joe: “[T]here, fenced into the corner with Joe’s leg, and sitting on my own 
little stool looking at the fire, was—I again!” (439). Pip takes to his namesake– Biddy and Joe’s 
son – immediately. They go for a walk together, and Pip rejoices that they “talked immensely, 
understanding one another to perfection” (439). He even asks Biddy to borrow the child so that 
he might parent him a bit. Biddy demurs, insisting that Pip should marry and (presumably) 
produce his own son, but, importantly, the novel never shows that possible future. Instead, the 
generation following Pip’s is only depicted in Biddy and Joe’s marriage, with young Pip – an 
obvious stand-in for the elder Pip’s son – being raised by two people unrelated – at least 
biologically – to Pip himself. In this last scene, Dickens yet again de-emphasizes simple parental 
descent; Magwitch and Miss Havisham fail to create their children in their imagined form, while 
Pip is somehow reproduced within another man’s marriage.  
 
V. Conclusion 
 Children in Great Expectations are unpredictable agents in an entangled environment, 
rather than the products of their parents’ desires and behaviors. They are also, importantly, not 
just signs of evolutionary success or failure. The unexpected level of agency Dickens grants to 
his young characters in this novel can be explained in part by the author’s own life: his persistent 
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preoccupation with the vulnerability of children, especially orphans, his late-in-life reflections on 
the burdens of his own childhood, even his disappointments in his adult sons. While his exact 
motivation is unclear, what is more obvious is that Dickens’s insistence on his agential view of 
children within his novel is remarkable particularly in the face of the pessimistic Darwinian 
views that were common during his time. While other authors, such as Thomas Hardy (addressed 
in Chapter Five), would see Darwin’s vision as proof of the inevitable, pre-determined nature of 
all human beings, Dickens imagined an optimistic evolutionary world with space for even the 
most vulnerable people to exert themselves. 
In refusing to reduce his child characters to puppets of their parents’ quests for revenge or 
symbols of their mothers’ fitness, Dickens echoes his own refusal to reduce Estella to a 
reproductive absence. If, even within an evolutionary world, children can become more than 
their parents’ influence, women can also become more than potential mothers. Throughout Great 
Expectations, Dickens emphasizes the ability of individuals to transcend any one particular mode 
of influence and resist defining themselves by one biological role. The characters in his novel are 






Chapter 4: Family Fitness and Sibling Sacrifice 
You know full well as I do the value of sisters' affections: There is nothing like it in this world.  
Charlotte Brontë, The Professor 
 
[Would you give up your life to save your drowning brother?]  
No, but I would to save two brothers or eight cousins. 




Introduction: Sibling Sacrifice in Evolutionary Theory 
 The previous two chapters have sought to highlight two contrasting examples of non-
maternal figures in nineteenth-century novels to demonstrate both their prevalence and the 
variety that exists within their ranks. Rather than blending together as evolutionary dead-ends by 
collectively failing to reproduce, their different impulses and inhibitions prove how diverse the 
paths for women characters can be, even when primarily viewed through a Darwinian lens. The 
expected dichotomy of the reproductively successful mother and the evolutionarily ineffective 
non-mother must break down in the face of such divergent fates as Estella’s and Bertha’s. 
Instead of falling into two, sharply defined categories, female characters embody a variety of 
roles, belying the idea that maternity, or its lack, is their only defining biological prospect. This 
chapter and the one following seek to build on that idea of multiplicity by demonstrating the 
different evolutionary forces at work when female characters channel their energies toward their 
sisters instead of or alongside their reproductive prospects.68  
                                                     
68 I choose to focus specifically on sister ties instead of sibling ties more generally because, as mentioned in previous 
chapters, female characters in particular tend to be reduced to maternal or sexual impulses in evolutionary analysis; 
opening our understanding of their biological possibilities to focus on non-reproductive relations will allow readers 
to appreciate both the complexity of these individual figures and the larger evolutionary narrative. Including sister-
brother relationships would have no doubt also yielded interesting readings, but the differences in power and 
prospects between men and women at the time would have added more complications than would have been 
beneficial for this particular study. By limiting the scope to only relationships between female characters, there can 
be at least an initial assumption of social and familial equality between the two actors. 
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Very few examples of sibling relationships can be found in Darwin’s original theorization 
of the evolutionary narrative. Although other Victorian theorists (like anthropologists John 
McLennan and Henry Sumner Maine, for example) discuss broad networks of kinship in their 
writing, Darwin himself does not focus his attention on intra-generational familial relations in his 
works, choosing instead to concentrate on mating behavior, the creation of offspring, and the 
accumulation of variety over several generations; his view of families in his evolutionary texts 
tends toward the vertical rather than the horizontal.69 When he does mention siblings, Darwin 
often describes their relations either in terms of competition over resources or reproductive 
possibility. For example, some of the only sisters mentioned in either On the Origin of Species or 
The Descent of Man are the “sterile sisters” of the bee hive, who kill their drone brothers in one 
of Darwin’s more striking examples of the wastefulness and imperfection of nature. Brothers do 
not receive any kinder treatment in Darwin’s depiction of a newly-hatched cuckoo taking over a 
nest:  
“…the young cuckoo, soon after birth, has the instinct, the strength and a properly shaped 
back for ejecting its foster-brothers, which then perish from cold and hunger. This has 
been boldly called a beneficent arrangement, in order that the young cuckoo may get 
sufficient food, and that its foster-brothers may perish before they had acquired much 
feeling!”(Origin… 254)  
The exclamation point at the end of this observation indicates that Darwin does not concur with 
the beneficence of this early foster-fratricide, and we therefore might imagine that he views the 
                                                     
69 The narrowness of Darwin’s scope in his writings should not, however, be taken as a personal lack of interest in 
siblings or broad family ties. He himself was one of six children; his mother died when he was young after which his 
older sisters took on much of the household management, including Charles’s care and education. Darwin also 
fathered ten children in his marriage to his first cousin (seven of whom survived to adulthood), and thus would have 
been personally attentive to sibling dynamics both as a brother and a father. See Janet Browne’s biographies for 
more information on the Darwin family.  
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cuckoo’s actions as a perversion of ideal, cooperative sibling ties. He never addresses how those 
gentler ties might operate, however, choosing instead to focus on moments of violence and 
competition between lateral relations of both birds and bees. Nurturing and cooperation are 
mentioned in parent-offspring relations, while the siblings in Darwin’s narrative tend to struggle 
against each other. 
The only alternative to this competitiveness that Darwin explicitly offers is within the 
context of reproduction; sibling inbreeding and incest are mentioned in his works, usually as 
signs of degeneracy. In the case of non-human animals, he laments that “brothers and sisters 
have usually been crossed in each successive generation, in opposition to the constantly repeated 
admonition of every breeder” (Origin… 285). This inbreeding, allowed only by the lazy animal 
owner, is unwise and leads to a weakening of the line. In a similar vein, sibling incest among 
humans is seen as a mark of a savage society. Darwin states that “…communal marriage …was 
the original and universal form throughout the world, including therein the intermarriage of 
brothers and sisters.” (Descent… 655-656).70 This “original” arrangement he argues, (still 
present in the less civilized parts of the world) is something to be lamented because it serves as a 
limiting force on the natural process of sexual selection; communal marriage and incest prevent 
the evolutionary narrative from proceeding as it ought by inhibiting variety, and stymying the 
development of savage communities into civilized ones.  
                                                     
70 It is interesting to note that Darwin’s concern over incest and inbreeding was not purely academic. He had married 
his first cousin, Emma, and three of their ten children died before reaching adulthood, while several of their 
remaining offspring suffered from ill health (as did Charles himself) and infertility. After analyzing plants and 
seeing the benefits of cross-breeding, Darwin began to wonder if he and his wife’s relatedness might be to blame for 
his family misfortune. Later research would prove that this was probably the case; a 2010 study of his ancestry 
analyzed the other consanguineous marriages earlier in their family tree and concluded that they resulted in 
“homozygosity of deleterious recessive alleles” associated with susceptibility to infectious diseases and childhood 
mortality (Berra 376).  
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These two modes of sibling interaction – violent competition or perverse sexuality – 
demonstrate that even though, as outlined in previous chapters, Darwin’s evolutionary narrative 
is more open-ended than it is often believed to be, he is unusually deterministic when it comes to 
brothers and sisters. This could have been because his intense focus on vertical family ties left 
him little textual room to explore the many potential permutations of lateral relations. 
Alternatively, he could have been subconsciously influenced by the Victorian inheritance 
practices, such as primogeniture and entail, that often made the distribution of resources between 
relations unequal and competitive; though Victorian social mores may have encouraged close 
sibling relationships, the drama surrounding inheritance was certainly narratively more exciting 
than amity. Whatever the reason, a reader of his works receives the impression that siblings 
operate as individualistically as strangers, and are connected only insofar as their proximity leads 
to competition, and their number and strength signal the reproductive success or failure of the 
previous generation. 
In the decades since the publication of Darwin’s works, however, many subsequent 
evolutionary biologists and theorists have re-visited the topic of sibling relations and found more 
possibility and complexity than Darwin observed. In the 1960s especially, relations between kin 
groups, as exemplified by siblings, were reconceived as vital to our understanding of the 
development of “human” behaviors like sacrifice, altruism, and empathy, as well as the 
formation of simple and complex communities.71 These behaviors, which would be 
evolutionarily inexplicable within a purely individualistic view of survival of the fittest, become 
legible once the unit of selection expands beyond the single organism. A key example of this re-
conception can be seen in evolutionary biologist William Hamilton’s theory of inclusive fitness, 
                                                     
71 For the purposes of this chapter, I will use the terms “sacrifice” and “altruism” to refer to the same acts – ones that 
do not benefit the individual, but rather come at some cost to the individual, and are for the benefit of another. 
136 
 
which argues that “an individual’s genetic fitness is measured not only by the survival and 
reproduction of the individual and his or her offspring, but also by the enhancement of the fitness 
of other relatives who share the same genes” (Hoffman 123). In other words, one is “successful” 
by leaving behind siblings, nieces, nephews, and cousins, not just daughters and sons.72  
This theory, which is obviously reliant on the post-Darwin discovery of genes and 
subsequent concepts of genetic rather than individual fitness, ensures that individuals must 
become invested in the futures of those most closely genetically related to them, namely their 
siblings. Instead of simply competing for resources with brothers and sisters, or seeing them as 
potential mates, the individual organism must also be driven to advance its siblings’ success, 
possibly at risk or detriment to itself. For example, in a model that will be explored in detail in 
this chapter, a sister may sacrifice her own immediate reproductive potential to secure that of her 
sibling, thus ensuring the success of her larger kin group, if not her own personal advancement. 
Even within the theories of Hamilton and those like him, however, such a sacrifice, while 
instinctive, is not automatic, but relies upon certain conditions being met. The first demands that 
the individual be able to recognize the sibling, or other family member, as her kin and therefore 
worthy of sacrifice. Animals engage in kin recognition in a variety of ways, from specific 
auditory cues in birds to olfactory signals in mammals – for example, a breastfeeding infant’s 
ability to recognize her mother through smell. Human beings also rely upon certain spatial and 
social conditions to recognize siblings, such as early cohabitation and witnessing maternal caring 
behavior, in which “they observe their mothers caring for siblings and consequently, through this 
                                                     
72 Hamilton’s explication of kin selection is certainly not the first time that broader kin relations have been 
emphasized as important and positive – the pre-nineteenth-century vision of family was a wide one that certainly 
included siblings, cousins, nieces and nephews, as well as household staff (see Leonore Davidoff’s Thicker Than 
Water for examples). The importance of his theory is not its novelty, but its application to evolutionary theory and 
its understanding that wide kin networks are not just convenient social structures, but are encouraged by biology, 
and that a reproductively unsuccessful individual may nonetheless be a successful family member by nurturing or 
shepherding other non-offspring relations. 
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association, know that the infant is related” (Pollett and Hoban 130).73 The recognition that 
results has been demonstrated to both increase the chances of altruism and decrease instances of 
incest between siblings. As these conditions suggest, the degree of relatedness of the two 
organism is also key in possible altruistic actions; the closer the blood tie, the more likely an 
organism is to sacrifice something for that relation, with sibling ties being among the closest kin 
connections, second only to parent-child.74  
The second condition for an act of sacrifice involves evaluating what would be lost by 
such an act, and what would be gained. The lower the cost to the organism and higher the benefit 
for the recipient, the greater the likelihood of an act of sacrifice for a relation.75 This ensures that 
an individual will not, for example, throw her life away if that act would result in only a small 
possible increase in fitness for her sister. Nor, ideally, would the individual refuse to limit herself 
in some small way if doing so would vastly improve the prospects of her sister. Instead, the 
various consequences of her actions must be considered and both her own future and the future 
of her sibling must be weighed before action is taken. If the conditions of both kin recognition 
and a favorable weighing of the potential cost and benefits are met and an act of sacrifice occurs, 
the sister is acting not just as an individual, but as a member of a kin community, considering 
both her own desires and those of her family. The most evolutionarily successful individual is 
someone who does both well, rather than blindly pursuing her own, individual fitness.  
                                                     
73 These are just a few examples of sources of kin recognition. Thomas V. Pollet and Ashley D. Hoben’s chapter 
“An Evolutionary Perspective on Siblings: Rivals and Resources” in the Oxford Handbook of Evolutionary Family 
Psychology has a comprehensive overview of the many studies that have dealt with kin recognition in both animals 
and human beings. 
74 Hamilton expressed the importance of relatedness in the expression r*b > c where r equals the degree of 
relatedness, b equals the fitness benefit and c equals the fitness cost (Hamilton 17).  
75 Again, Hamilton’s equation of r*b > c expresses the importance of cost-benefit balance.  
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Because these elaborations of evolutionary sibling theory came many decades after both 
Darwin’s original publications and the novels treated below, they obviously could not have had a 
direct impact on nineteenth-century authors’ characterizations of sister relationships. There was, 
however, a robust nineteenth-century discourse around sibling relationships (and encouraging 
sisterly sacrifice), that would have influenced the authors addressed below. Part of the reason for 
the necessity of that conversation is because nineteenth-century families were generally larger 
than any before or since, meaning that there were simply more brothers and sisters to consider; 
child mortality had fallen from its earlier heights, but contraception was not yet widely available. 
Related to this demographic shift, as well as the migration patterns that left more single women 
than single men in Britain, brothers and sisters in nineteenth-century Britain were frequently 
called upon to provide emotional, social, and – especially in the case of brothers who inherited 
the bulk of the family wealth at the expense of his siblings – financial support to one another.76 
Unmarried sisters, for example, were: 
 …sent off by parents to spend long periods as housekeepers and companions in the 
homes of unmarried sisters or brothers…Cultural practices and houseroom combined to 
make this pattern characteristic of the middle class, especially among professionals who 
married at a later age. On Census night in 1881 a sister over the age of 25 was resident in 
20 per cent of households headed by unmarried brothers in upper-middle-class 
occupations… (Davidoff 137). 
These arrangements were both common and seen as mutually beneficial – the unmarried sister 
would be financially supported in exchange for supplying domestic labor – though, they could, 
                                                     
76 According to Penny Kane’s Victorian Families in Fact and Fiction, in “England and Wales in 1851, therefore 
were fewer than 91 men aged 25-29 for every 100 women in the same age group. In Scotland, the imbalance was 
even worse: there were just under 83 men for every hundred women” (85). One in every seven women was single in 
middle age. Kane attributes much of this imbalance to male migration to the United States, India, and Australia. 
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of course, lead to tension and resentments, especially when (or if) the brother married. 
Unmarried sisters would also set up households with one another, where they would either be 
supported by male relatives or work together to support themselves. “Whether harmonious or 
not, unmarried sister households were widespread. The 1881 Census recorded that between a 
quarter and a third of upper-middle-class households and one-quarter in the lower middle class 
headed by a single woman aged over 25 also contained a sister over that age” (Davidoff 147). 
The sheer number of individuals living as sisters rather than wives (not to mention the many who 
inhabited both roles), demonstrates that, though the laws of inheritance and marriage stressed the 
importance of marital ties, relationships between siblings were fundamental in the creation and 
sustenance of households.77 
 At the same time, Victorian anthropological research encouraged scholarly reflection on 
the structures of kindship and obligation that shaped these same nineteenth-century households 
and larger society. Marriage became a hot topic for enthnographic studies, notably in John 
Ferguson McLennan’s Primitive Marriage in 1865.78 McLennan’s focus was on structures of 
kinship and the development of marriage as an institution from primitive, likely matriarchal, 
societies to his own “civilized” world; he therefore spends most of his time elaborating on sexual 
and reproductive relationships. He does, however, establish the importance of sibling ties as 
some of the most fundamental familial links: “Once man has perceived the fact of consanguinity 
in the simplest case – namely that he has his mother’s blood in his veins, he may quickly see that 
                                                     
77 In considering the sister’s role in a household, the Deceased Wife’s Sister Act and the debate over its 
appropriateness is also an essential frame through which to view sister relations. It is not the most relevant to this 
chapter’ argument, however, as one sister must be dead for it to come into play and this section is invested in 
relations between living sisters. The next chapter, however, addresses the bill in more detail in the section about Tess 
of the Durbervilles. 
78 His is far from the only anthropological text to take on kinship ties as its focus. Sir Henry Maine’s 1861 Ancient 
Law and Edward Tyler’s 1871 Primitive Culture both describe marriage and family structures in historical, 
ethnographic terms with the aim of excavating the sources of modern social structures. 
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he is of the same blood with her other children” (64). McLennan then demonstrates that this 
kinship recognition usually (though not always) leads to sibling incest prohibitions (like Darwin, 
he is interested in linear ties of kinship, and thus sees siblings as potential sexual partners). Still, 
his theorization of family structures as flexible and contingent across geography and history 
would have encouraged his Victorian readership to consider kinship ties in a broader sense than 
Darwin’s theories explicitly discussed.  
Alongside the common fact of siblings living with one another well into adulthood and 
the ongoing scholarly conversation around family ties, there was a corresponding cultural 
conversation about how siblings ought to relate to one another – what siblings morally owed to 
one another, both financially and emotionally. These questions were often dramatized in novels; 
Ruth Perry, for example, argues in Novel Relations, that novels from the years preceding the 
Victorian era reflect a growing interest in conjugal rather than consanguinal ties. Still, she 
claims, sibling ties in fiction operate to reveal vital character information: “sisters in these 
stories, especially unmarried sisters, represent the claim of blood kin in its purest form, 
uncomplicated by the seductions of wealth and power, or the right of succession” (114). Siblings 
in fiction were called upon to provide companionship, protection, and support for one another. 
The failure to do so was the mark of a callow, selfish individual, especially in cases where 
brothers failed to provide for their more-vulnerable sisters – either by neglecting to protect their 
chastity or provide them with a home and an income, or simply failing to offer them the expected 
fraternal social guidance. “So common was the expectation of the responsibility of a brother for 
his sister – and so commonly was it shirked – that a brother’s generosity towards his sister (or 
lack thereof) became, in fiction, a fundamental marker of his character” (Perry 144). These 
novels would have reinforced the importance of strong sibling ties in their readers. 
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Women readers especially would have learned that to be good sisters was to nurture their 
siblings and sacrifice their own desires for the health of the family. In reality, this meant that a 
sister might take on a large share of childcare and household duties, without the expectation that 
she would ever be able to escape familial responsibility for the external pleasures of school or a 
profession like her brothers.  “Looking back to their childhoods, many women…remained 
puzzled as to why girls in a family were always made to ‘give up’ to the boys in terms of food, 
time, attention, and opportunities” (Davidoff 121).  This sisterly “giving up” was often 
celebrated in the novels of the time, including novels where one sister must risk all to save 
another. Sarah Annes Brown explores examples of this trope, observing that the “theme of 
sacrificial rescue is a recurrent motif in the literature of sisterhood. We should not perhaps be 
surprised to find that Victorian writers in particular thought devoted selflessness a desirable 
quality in a heroine” (44).79  Selflessness combined with other “feminine” virtues to create an 
expectation of sisterly behavior that emphasizes relational virtues over self-interest. While 
brothers were expected to use their superior social and financial positions to assist their weaker 
siblings alongside pursuing their own success, sisters were encouraged to give up or deny their 
own desires to sacrifice for the family. 
Given, therefore, that the demographic realities of nineteenth-century life and the 
discourses of anthropology and literature would have encouraged a model of sisterly sacrifice 
aligning with the cultural codes of femininity, it is natural (so to speak) to question what an 
evolutionary reading adds to our understanding of the sororal relationships explored below. In 
                                                     
79 Brown is not the only critic who has analyzed sister relations in nineteenth-century British novels, though her 
Devoted Sisters: Representations of the Sister Relationship in Nineteenth-Century British and American Literature 
is one of the more comprehensive. Others include Michael Cohen’s 1995 Sisters: Relation and Rescue in 
Nineteenth-Century British Novels and Paintings, and Helen Michie’s 1992 Sororophobia: Differences among 
Women in Literature and Culture. 
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paying attention to a broader definition of evolutionary forces, one that includes sacrificial acts 
between siblings, I do not seek to merely re-affirm in the language of science the cultural forces 
encouraging sister sacrifice. Rather I argue that such acts of sacrifice are, in addition to being 
imbricated in social expectations of women and girls, “natural” to these characters –just as 
“natural” as more clearly self-serving actions would be. Biological forces beneath (or perhaps, 
beyond) the conscious mind pull individuals to acts of altruism within the family. Authors 
writing during the nineteenth century may not have been aware of the source or power of these 
forces, but they nevertheless created characters who demonstrate their effects due to those 
writers’ own abilities to observe the actions of those around them. While other evolutionary 
theorists would read characters as puppets of their hidden evolutionary impulses, I argue that the 
desire to enhance the fitness of the family through a balanced view of sacrifice for one’s siblings 
is one of many forces at play in the characters’ decision-making processes.  
That desire’s placement in the body’s evolutionarily-shaped drives and impulses, rather 
than simply in learned behavior, is vital. If we were to assume that the impulse toward sacrifice 
for one’s siblings arose only because it was encouraged by a society valuing female compliance, 
then the body becomes either entirely passive or futilely resisting. In other words, we must 
assume that the body either has no other drives than those encouraged by society, or we assume 
that those drives are only the “animal” impulses toward survival and sex (which is to assume, 
reproduction and motherhood), which are quashed by social conditioning. Proper attentiveness to 
the physical, animal impulse to promote the fitness of one’s kin, filtered through socially 
appropriate behavior, allows the reader to view the character’s identity as a sister as an important 




I: Pride and Prejudice and Elizabeth and Jane 
Elizabeth Bennet’s relationship with her older sister Jane is a beacon of ideal love in an 
otherwise dysfunctional and chaotic household; the two sisters are one another’s perfect friend 
and confidant. They do not compete like Julia and Maria Bertram of Mansfield Park (explored in 
greater detail in the next chapter), nor do they serve as each other’s obvious temperamental foils 
like Elinor and Marianne Dashwood, but instead they support each other and help to improve 
each other’s character. That they are eventually settled “within thirty miles of each other,” is 
seen as as necessary to their continued satisfaction as their fortunate marriages (295). In contrast, 
Elizabeth’s relationship with Lydia is more fraught –  the two lack any real emotional connection 
to each other, and their interactions are often limited to Lydia’s vulgarities and Elizabeth’s 
attempts at discipline – while Kitty and Mary are minor enough characters to be considered only 
in passing.80  As Sarah Annes Brown argues: “The Bennets are a particularly disunited 
family…Outside the two pairings [of sisters] there is almost no sense of affection, or even shared 
experience, among the sisters, just as there is no real sympathy or understanding between their 
parents… (74-75). The strength of Elizabeth’s relationship with Jane is therefore important for 
both its primacy and singularity in the world of the novel; it provides many plot motivations, as 
well as emotional depth, and indicates that Austen’s focus was on more than just her marriage 
plots when she wrote the novel.81 
                                                     
80 Glenda Hudson believes that this is because “Even in a large family, like that of the Bennets, really powerful 
bonds are limited to two sisters.  The sororal bond, which aids and improves Elizabeth and Jane, does not prevent 
Lydia from being vulgar, or stop silly, conceited Kitty from following her sister’s lead in all things; nor does the 
bond help turn Mary into a sensible, sensitive individual… sibling solidarity is often restricted to two sisters because 
a close sororal bond is in many ways analogous to a good marriage in Austen’s works” (70).  
81 As many critics have noted, sister relationships are often central in Jane Austen’s fiction in general and Pride and 
Prejudice in particular. Glenda Hudson, for example, argues that Austen’s depiction of close sibling ties serves as a 
model for her ideal society, and that her marriage plots often only progress in concert with their sororal ties: 
“…devoted sisters in Austen’s fiction prime each other for marriage” (61). Terry Castle’s review of Austen’s letters, 
many of which were to her sister, notes that, “Sororal or pseudo-sororal attachments are arguably the most 
immediately gratifying human connections in Austen’s imaginative universe.” More recently, Mary Jean Corbett 
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This section argues, however, that despite the very real and healthy connection the two 
sisters share, Austen is critical of Jane’s instincts in her family and romantic relationships; 
Elizabeth, on the other hand, must learn difficult lessons about her sexual impulses, but is always 
able to negotiate the evolutionary drives of kin sacrifice and self-interest with acuity. Elizabeth’s 
superior ability to do so, and Austen’s approval of her methods, not only makes her the heroine 
of the novel, but also the sister who secures the greatest future for herself; as Sarah Annes Brown 
wryly notes, “in Pride and Prejudice we can gauge the author’s approval for a sister by the cash 
value of her husband…” (81). Jane marries Mr. Bingley as her mother predicts and is able to 
gain a solid economic place for herself, her future children, and, presumably, the rest of the 
family when necessary. Elizabeth, however, marries a man both perfectly suited to her 
temperament and of much greater literal and figurative value. Mr. Darcy is such a catch that even 
their mother must exclaim, “Oh! my sweetest Lizzy! how rich and how great you will be! What 
pin-money, what jewels, what carriages you will have! Jane's is nothing to it—nothing at all” 
(290). If the marriage plot were a game, both sisters win, but Elizabeth wins quite a bit more than 
Jane does because of the abilities and instincts that I explore below. The broader, laterally-
focused view of evolutionary forces I develop allows the reader to understand both Elizabeth’s 
and Jane’s relative charms and triumphs, while acknowledging the different kin strategies 
employed by the two sisters. Focusing on sibling relations and altruistic impulses specifically 
                                                     
explored how “laying claim to sisterhood,” either honestly or disingenuously, serves as an important tool in 
advancing romance in Austen’s novels (45). Many more recent critics have excavated the erotic undercurrents of 
nineteenth-century sibling relations in literature, especially Austen’s. For example, Brown’s aforementioned 
Devoted Sisters: Representations of the Sister Relationship in Nineteenth-Century British and American Literature, 
Glenda Hudson’s Sibling Love and Incest in Jane Austen’s Fiction, Eve Sedgwick’s infamous “Jane Austen and the 
Masturbating Girl,” and George Haggerty’s Unnatural Affections: Women and Fiction in the Later Eighteenth 
Century.  This chapter resists this narrative, however, and argues that pulling the sibling bond into the realm of the 
erotic would have the effect of prioritizing sexual relations above all else, so that even same-sex kinship ties fall 
under their umbrella. 
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within the context of biological forces also allows the reader to see Elizabeth’s celebrated 
physicality as not only directed toward erotic pursuits, but also family improvement. 
 A broader evolutionary reading also compensates for the gaps in more deterministic 
evolutionary literary criticism, which tends to view Austen’s classic solely within the context of 
courting and mating, rather than attending to the many other family ties that drive both the plot 
and the reader’s understanding of the characters. Joseph Carroll, example, declares that “[m]ate 
selection is the central behavioral system activated in this novel,” and so concentrates his 
analysis on Elizabeth and Darcy’s courtship (“Human Nature…” 98). Brian Boyd argues that, in 
all of her novels, Austen, “repeatedly focuses on something as elemental to our species as female 
choice” of the proper romantic partner, and, thus, so does he in his analysis of her works (17). In 
their article “An Evolutionary Approach to Jane Austen: Prehistoric Preferences in Pride and 
Prejudice,” Michael Stasio and Kathryn Duncan explore the romantic relationships in the novel 
in terms of “the genetically influenced method of mate selection that humans adopted in the 
Pleistocene era…” (133). If the sister relationships of the novel are mentioned by these critics, 
they are seen only as signals of reproductive fitness; Darcy demonstrates his ability to care for 
Elizabeth financially by securing Lydia’s marriage, for example. While there is nothing exactly 
wrong with attending to the erotic forces that drive a large amount of the novel’s action, limiting 
one’s scope to only the romantic relationships has the effect of implying that those are the only 
connections compelled by biological impulses.82 As proven by the research mentioned above, 
sibling connections are, in fact, vital to understanding both human behavior from an evolutionary 
perspective and Austen’s novels; ignoring them, or viewing them only as in service of romantic 
                                                     
82 It could also be argued that emphasizing romance in Austen also has the effect of highlighting the very eroticism 
that Austen herself chooses to elide. Sexual impulses – such as the attraction between Lydia and Wickham (or 




connection, gives the reader an incomplete picture of the biological forces at work in the novel’s 
world. 
The insufficiency of considering the novel’s evolutionary currents only within the context 
of individual erotic pursuits becomes particularly clear when we attempt to evaluate the Bennet 
sisters within the very limited definition of female fitness that results from such a narrow scope. 
Specifically, when one compares Elizabeth to Jane, the latter clearly outstrips the former in the 
qualities that “should” make her an ideal mate in the eyes, or rather instincts, of the men around 
her. Most importantly, she is prettier than Elizabeth; one of the only descriptions the reader 
receives of the two sisters is Mrs. Bennet’s early assertion that Lizzie is “not half as handsome as 
Jane” (2). This may seem to be an uncomfortably blunt comment for a mother to make about her 
daughters, but the rest of the text confirms her assessment. Jane’s superior beauty is an accepted 
fact to everyone in the neighborhood, including Elizabeth. She tells her sister that Bingley, 
“…could not help seeing that you were about five times as pretty as every other woman in the 
room” (9). Presumably she includes herself in that judgment. Physical beauty is thought by many 
evolutionary biologists beginning with Darwin to be the fundamental trait meant to attract and 
secure a mate; beauty signals health and reproductive readiness, especially in women.83 Jane’s 
                                                     
83 While in non-human animals, such as birds, males display the most ornate and beautiful secondary sex 
characteristics, Darwin believed that human females possessed the power of physical attraction. This is because men 
had gained the power of choice over women, unlike in the animal kingdom, which was characterized by male 
competition and female choice. “Man is more powerful in body and mind than woman...therefore it is not surprising 
that he should have gained the power of selection” (Descent…665).  According to Darwin, women evolved to 
become more attractive to men by being more delicate, softer, and having more musical voices, all of which are vital 
to securing a mate. He believed that in, “civilised life man is largely, but by no means exclusively, influenced in the 
choice of his wife by external appearance” (Descent… 640). While evolutionary thinkers following Darwin do not 
subscribe entirely to his theory, many maintain the importance of physical appearance for women in signaling 
fitness and attracting a mate. Carroll, for example, considers the male desire for beauty and youth to be “common 
knowledge among evolutionary sexual theorists” (The Literary Animal… 95). Even though he makes much of the 




possession of such remarkable beauty means that she should have a great advantage over 
Elizabeth in the process of sexual selection.  
That Jane’s beauty is meant to be useful to her and to the family is also openly 
acknowledged by the text. When Jane finally secures Bingley’s affection, her mother exclaims: 
“I knew how it would be. I always said it must be so, at last. I was sure you could not be so 
beautiful for nothing!” (266). She sees Jane’s beauty as one of the family’s greatest assets, and 
the most likely thing to ensure their collective future. Lest one assume that only a fool like Mrs. 
Bennet would make so much of Jane’s looks, it is important to remember that even Mr. Darcy at 
first assesses Jane as “…the only handsome girl in the room,” and the only one worth asking to 
dance. As dancing is often a prelude to more serious romantic interactions in Austen’s novels84, 
this implies that even he is not insensible to the draw of feminine beauty in a potential partner. 
Neither character, of course, puts their assumptions in evolutionary terms (nor do they make the 
connection between beauty and health that later biologists do), but they nevertheless 
acknowledge the advantage that notable attractiveness gives Jane in ensuring a future for herself 
and her family. 
Beauty is not all that Jane possesses that should give her an edge in the process of sexual 
selection according to an overly-deterministic evolutionary view, however. She also more 
perfectly embodies the expected feminine personality characteristics meant to attract males and 
signal reproductive readiness than Elizabeth does.85 According to Darwin’s observations, “The 
                                                     
84  See Alison G. Sulloway’s Jane Austen and the Province of Womanhood for an exploration of the importance of 
dancing as a sanctioned erotic pleasure and Cheryl Wilson’s Literature and Dance in the Nineteenth Century: Jane 
Austen to the New Woman for an argument about the dance’s ability to reveal concerns and possibilities around 
social mobility. 
85 It is important to note that the characteristics explored in this section are ones that Charles Darwin (and Austen) 
would have celebrated because they were thought to be particularly “womanly” virtues during the nineteenth 
century. Darwin and many of his followers framed these norms in terms of universal truths, assuming that what was 
expected for Victorian women was also natural to them. Some current evolutionary critics persist in ascribing 
naturalness to stereotypically feminine traits, as discussed in Chapter 1 of this project. 
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female…with the rarest exceptions, is less eager than the male” to mate.86 In human terms this 
expected reticence expresses itself as coyness or reserve in romantic affairs, both of which Jane 
demonstrates. She does not betray romantic interest in Bingley to anyone other than Elizabeth, 
even while he shows obvious signs of attraction and her family prematurely plans their likely 
marriage. This should have the effect of increasing his desire to strive to win her affection. 
Charlotte Lucas is correct in saying that this works against Jane in this particular situation, but 
would be considered incorrect in evolutionary terms that, “[i]n nine cases out of ten a women 
had better show more affection than she feels” (15). One could argue that this exception is 
largely because of Bingley’s weaknesses, rather than Jane’s; if he were not so easily persuaded 
by his sisters and Mr. Darcy that Jane’s reserve was lack of investment, their relationship would 
have likely progressed earlier than it did. Despite these impediments, Jane’s attitude is intended 
to be a wiser strategy for securing marriage than, for example, Lydia’s outrageous flirting, or 
even Elizabeth’s more muted early bantering with Wickham. 
Jane’s kindness and amiability are also thought to be especially feminine by Darwin and 
his followers, in large part, of course, because those were traits that society already sanctioned as 
appropriately womanly. According to Darwin, woman: 
 …seems to differ from man in mental disposition, chiefly in her greater tenderness and 
less selfishness…Woman, owing to her maternal instincts, displays these qualities 
towards her infants in an eminent degree; therefore it is likely that she would often extend 
them towards her fellow-creatures. (Descent… 629)  
                                                     
86 Many evolutionary biologists and theorists since Darwin, including, as mentioned in previous chapters, Carol 
Tavris and Joan Roughgarden, have challenged the assumption of a natural lack of sexual interest in females, human 
and otherwise, arguing that he was attributing Victorian social mores to the animals he observed. Still, his model 
holds weight with the more conservative theorists, upon whom many evolutionary literary critics draw. Again, see 
Chapter 1 for more. 
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Men, in his estimation, are in competition with one another for mates, and therefore tend toward 
selfish behavior, while women (as discussed at length in previous chapters) are defined by their 
maternal relations, which require greater sacrifice. Even though the reader does not see Jane in a 
directly maternal situation, the text does give hints that she is particularly suited to caregiving 
and nurturing. When the young Gardiner cousins arrive at Longbourn, Jane takes over their care. 
The children, two girls of six and eight years old, and two younger boys, were to be left 
under the particular care of their cousin Jane, who was the general favourite, and whose 
steady sense and sweetness of temper exactly adapted her for attending to them in every 
way—teaching them, playing with them, and loving them. (183) 
Jane is “exactly adapted” – a wonderfully Darwinian phrase! – to care for her young relations 
because she possesses the expected feminine personality described by Darwin and endorsed by 
many biologists after him. 
 A deterministic Darwinian reading would therefore fail to understand why Elizabeth 
succeeds to a greater degree than her more “fit” older sister. Jane is the “better” woman, and 
should, logically, secure the better match, while Elizabeth should only be successful to a lesser 
extent. Readings that attend only to the cultural forces at play in the novel, however, ignore the 
fact that the two sisters operate in distinct, sometimes even opposing, ways and would be unable 
to address their futures as representing different levels of success. For example, there is the 
argument to be made that Elizabeth and Jane both succeed because their sisterly concern for one 
another prepares them for the culturally-encouraged nurturing that they would expect to perform 
as nineteenth-century wives; this argument does not account, however, for the fact that Elizabeth 
is often imperfect in her feminine sympathy, but is nevertheless rewarded more than the gentler 
Jane. Those critics that see Elizabeth as a representative of rising middle-class values can 
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certainly make the argument that she deserves to succeed more than, for example, the frail, 
genteel Anne De Bourgh, but would have trouble seeing her and Jane as operating in different 
ways, since they are members of both the same class and the same family.87  
 Focusing my reading on the evolutionary instinct of sibling sacrifice also allows me to 
consider Elizabeth’s somatic instincts as guiding through her familial, as well as romantic 
relationships. Many critics have tackled the importance of Elizabeth’s oft-mentioned physicality 
and both the admiration and censure it provokes.88 Jill Heydt-Stevenson has persuasively argued 
that the novel “allows for more expansive expressions of physicality than just aberrant energy or 
the discipline of that excess” (70), and rather reveals modes of self-knowledge through bodily 
expression. She explores the ways in which Elizabeth reads and is (mis)read by her body, mainly 
focusing on her interactions with Darcy. While I agree with her premise about the importance of 
those interactions, limiting Elizabeth’s physicality to the sexual realm misses the ways in which 
her body, and its instincts, are deployed in the service of sisterhood. Elizabeth muddies her 
petticoats for Jane, after all, however much Darcy may admire the result. 
 Attending to the evolutionary concept of sibling sacrifice, therefore provides a reading 
that fully understands both what Elizabeth offers and what Jane lacks, In addition, the theory of 
sibling sacrifice offers a new way of considering Elizabeth’s physical instincts that does not limit 
the somatic energies of the text to erotic drives. Understanding that Jane, sweet though she is, 
fundamentally lacks an instinct masterfully deployed by her sister ought to give the reader both a 
                                                     
87 One could also, of course make the argument that Elizabeth succeeds because Austen simply liked her best. 
Elizabeth is witty and charming in a manner that many attribute to the author herself; Austen could have wanted to 
portray their shared characteristics as leading to romantic fulfillment. Her other works, however, demonstrate a 
fondness for Elizabeth’s (and her own) strengths, but an ambivalence about whether they are enough to deserve a 
secure future. Long-suffering Fanny Price and Anne Eliot, for example, share far more personality traits with Jane 
than they do with Elizabeth, while Elizabeth shares not a few characteristics with the risible Mary Crawford.  
88 For example, Alice Chandler’s “A Pair of Fine Eyes”: Jane Austen’s Treatment of Sex. 
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deeper appreciation of Elizabeth’s familial negotiations and Austen’s portrayal of sister 
relationships. 
*** 
As mentioned above, in Hamilton’s understanding of sibling altruism and sacrifice, kin 
recognition is the important first step – an individual must understand which others to include 
under the umbrella of “family” in order to determine whether altruism might be necessary or 
useful. Throughout Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth demonstrates what might be called superior 
kin recognition – she not only obviously understands who her sisters are, but also is particularly 
aware of how their fates are inextricably linked to one another. Even before Lydia’s dramatic 
elopement, Elizabeth notices, more than any other member of her family, that the behavior of her 
sisters has the power to influence her own life and prospects and seeks to manage them 
accordingly. This is most dramatically shown when she attempts to prevent Lydia from visiting 
Brighton with her wild friends. She begs Mr. Bennet:  
If you, my dear father, will not take the trouble of checking her exuberant spirits, and of 
teaching her that her present pursuits are not to be the business of her life, she will soon 
be beyond the reach of amendment. Her character will be fixed, and she will, at sixteen, 
be the most determined flirt that ever made herself or her family ridiculous… (176-177)  
Even though Elizabeth obviously does not place her distress in evolutionary terms, focusing 
instead on her own sense of shame and embarrassment, we could read this moment as evidence 
of her understanding – largely unshared by the rest of her family – that the fate of the Bennet 




The desperation with which Elizabeth expresses her concern to her father is a clear 
reaction to Mr. Darcy’s disapprobation of the family character as revealed through his earlier 
proposal and letter, and Mr. Bennet is, despite Lizzie’s protestations, entirely correct in his 
assumption that Lydia has “frightened away some of your lovers” (176). Elizabeth’s concern 
over her sisters’ behavior is not, however, entirely new, nor does she require Darcy’s criticism to 
realize that her younger sisters’ actions seriously impact her and other members of the family. 
Earlier in the novel, when she and Jane are extended guests at Netherfield due to Jane’s illness, 
Elizabeth feels strongly that her family may be interfering with Jane’s prospects. She practically 
writhes with embarrassment as her mother opens herself to the amusement of Caroline Bingley 
and Darcy; that the visit concludes with Lydia’s blatant request that Bingley hold a promised ball 
indicates that the youngest Bennet sister has adopted her mother’s lack of tact. After the ladies 
leave, “…Elizabeth returned instantly to Jane, leaving her own and her relations' behaviour to the 
remarks of the two ladies and Mr. Darcy” (34). Her abrupt departure implies that she knows very 
well her mother and sister will be mocked, and perhaps even that they deserve some measure of 
what is coming. Her distress at the visit indicates that she worries what impact her mother and 
sisters’ behavior will have on Jane’s future with Bingley. 
Elizabeth’s intense awareness of her kin becomes more notable when compared with her 
sisters’ surprising lack of the same. Mary, Lydia, and Kitty are obviously too self-centered to 
imagine that their actions may impact others, but even Jane betrays a certain obliviousness to the 
possible damage her family members can inflict upon each other. Jane is often paired with 
Elizabeth as the only other sensible sister, in contrast with the three foolish younger girls; not 
only is she Elizabeth’s frequent confidant throughout the novel, but even the otherwise oblivious 
Mr. Bennet claims that “Wherever you and Jane are known you must be respected and valued; 
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and you will not appear to less advantage for having a couple of—or I may say, three—very silly 
sisters” (177). Mr. Bennet is, of course, stunningly incorrect about his latter conclusion – Lydia’s 
actions have and will continue to have an impact on Elizabeth’s and Jane’s fates – but his former 
assertion of Jane and Elizabeth’s inherent worth is unchallenged by Elizabeth or, for the most 
part, the text. The reader values Jane’s kindness and gentleness because Elizabeth does, and 
would therefore expect her to demonstrate the same level of kin recognition that Elizabeth so 
often deploys. 
This is not however, proven to be the case; even though Jane knows enough to react to 
Lydia’s elopement with horror, she does not have the finely-tuned awareness that Elizabeth 
shows for more subtle disturbances. At the infamous Netherfield ball, after Lydia has flirted, 
Mary has bored the crowd, and her mother has been too loudly confident of Jane’s marital 
success, Elizabeth reflects with frustration that, “had her family made an agreement to expose 
themselves as much as they could during the evening, it would have been impossible for them to 
play their parts with more spirit or finer success” (78). In contrast, Jane spends the evening 
happily unaware of such a possibility: 
Jane met her with a smile of such sweet complacency, a glow of such happy expression, 
as sufficiently marked how well she was satisfied with the occurrences of the evening. 
Elizabeth instantly read her feelings, and at that moment … everything else, gave way 
before the hope of Jane's being in the fairest way for happiness. (72-73) 
Jane’s happiness is sweet, but it is also ignorant of the familial and social forces that surround 
her; wrapped up in her own expectations, she forgets to monitor those around her and remains 
oblivious to the humiliation her family has caused. Elizabeth, however, who is able to “instantly 
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read” more than just her sister’s face, never thinks of herself as an isolated individual. She is 
always aware of her connection to her kin, even when she may least wish to be.  
 Importantly, Elizabeth’s superior kin awareness is registered somatically as much as 
emotionally or intellectually. When Elizabeth’s family is embarrassing her at the Netherfield 
gathering, Austen focuses her narrative attention on Elizabeth’s physical reactions. When her 
mother scoffs at Mr. Darcy, “Elizabeth blushed and blushed again with shame and vexation. She 
could not help frequently glancing her eye at Mr. Darcy, though every glance convinced her of 
what she dreaded…” (76). When Mary overstays her welcome at the piano, “Elizabeth’s eyes 
were fixed on her with most painful sensations…Elizabeth was in agonies” (77). While 
Elizabeth’s thoughts, feelings, and bodily responses to her discomfort are all intertwined, the 
insistent inclusion of her physical reactions make her body a key player in her instinctual desire 
to limit her family’s self-exposure. In contrast, “Jane was very composedly talking to Bingley” 
(77) – having no notable physical response to either her family or her prospective lover. The very 
placidity that ensures that she will never be an embarrassment like Lydia is also an indicator of 
the elder sister’s bad instincts; she does not engage in subtle kin awareness on the physical level. 
Elizabeth’s superior kin awareness places her in the particular position to successfully 
navigate questions of sisterly sacrifice. When her mother pushes her to marry Mr. Collins, 
Elizabeth is being asked to place her own desires – for sensible companionship in general, if not 
yet Mr. Darcy in particular – aside to provide for the future of her family. If she marries Mr. 
Collins, she would not only be securing a stable home for herself, but also her mother and her 
sisters. Readers side with Elizabeth because Mr. Collins is so repugnant, but her refusal to marry 
him could very easily be seen as a selfish act, and a failure to be altruistic toward her kin – Mrs. 
Bennet obviously, loudly, sees it that way. Returning to Hamilton’s original consideration of 
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opportunities for sibling sacrifice, however, it must be remembered that the organism is likely to 
put aside personal fitness for the fitness of others if and only if the cost to the organism does not 
outweigh the potential benefit to the recipients. Sacrifice is not automatic, but arises from a 
complex network of desires and potential losses. Elizabeth immediately understands that the cost 
of marriage to Mr. Collins, despite the comfortable house and the patronage of Lady Catherine, 
is simply too high for someone like her. She has enough self-knowledge, even at this point in the 
narrative, to understand that such a marriage would lead to utter personal misery. 
The rapidity with which Elizabeth comes to this conclusion suggests that her self-
knowledge, just like her kin awareness, exists at least in part on the level of physical instinct. Mr. 
Collins’s initial attentions to Elizabeth are framed partially in terms of physical discomfort: when 
they dance, “they were dances of mortification. Mr. Collins, awkward and solemn, apologising 
instead of attending, and often moving wrong without being aware of it, gave her all the shame 
and misery which a disagreeable partner for a couple of dances can give. The moment of her 
release from him was ecstasy” (68). At the moment of his actual proposal, Elizabeth reveals first 
“a blush of surprise” and then “…tried to conceal by incessant employment the feelings which 
were divided between distress and diversion” (80). Her blushing and fidgeting is eventually 
translated into a strong verbal rejection of her cousin’s proposal (though he chooses not to hear 
her), but her dislike’s registration on Elizabeth’s physical body is still notable. When Elizabeth 
later reacts with disgust and even betrayal to the marriage between Mr. Collins and her dear 
friend Charlotte it is clear that hers is a strong, visceral aversion against a man who would be a 
truly bad match for her. 
This is not to say that Elizabeth is entirely ignoring the future needs of her family in her 
refusal, however. She has heard enough of her mother’s laments about the entail to understand 
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the fragility of their security should her father die. She demonstrates this awareness through her 
earlier civilities toward Mr. Collins – she may not be willing to marry him, but neither will she 
offend him for no reason like her younger sisters – and through her determinedly casual flirtation 
with Mr. Wickham. Before his full villainy is known, Elizabeth is amused by Wickham and 
certainly attracted to him, but she never allows herself to be fully emotionally ensnared by him. 
When he turns his attentions to a young heiress, Elizabeth claims to be unmoved:  
His apparent partiality had subsided, his attentions were over, he was the admirer of some 
one else. Elizabeth was watchful enough to see it all, but she could see it and write of it 
without material pain. Her heart had been but slightly touched, and her vanity was 
satisfied with believing that she would have been his only choice, had fortune permitted 
it. (115) 
She is thinking here of mostly his lack of fortune and “wish of independence” (116), but she is 
also including her own lack of prospects in her sober view of the impossibility of their match. 
Wickham could not help lift her family out of their situation, and she therefore cannot seriously 
consider him as a future husband. There are echoes of this canniness in her later conversation 
with Colonel Fitzwilliam. He feels the need to tell her, “Younger sons cannot marry where they 
like… there are not many in my rank of life who can afford to marry without some attention to 
money” (141) perhaps to stave off her disappointment that he cannot pursue her. She finds this 
observation to be so obvious as to not be worth mentioning and “coloured at the idea” (141) that 
he would find such a warning necessary. Elizabeth of all people knows the practical inhibitions 
and family pressures that may influence marital prospects. 
Despite her flat rejection of Mr. Collins, therefore, Elizabeth is not so blinded by her 
personal preferences as to ignore the larger kin implications of her reproductive choices. She will 
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not throw herself away on a financially unwise match any more than she would submit to a 
personally undesired one. At the point in the narrative in which she rejects Collins, she may also 
believe that there may yet be other paths to stability for her sisters, such as Jane’s eventual 
marriage to Bingley, which at that point looks likely, or the arrival of any number of yet un-met 
suitors. Elizabeth’s choice is therefore less selfish than shrewd; her mother calls her a 
“headstrong, foolish girl who does not know her own interest,” (84) but she is acutely aware of 
both her own interest and that of her family when she refuses Mr. Collins.  
To truly understand the facility of Elizabeth’s negotiation of familial and personal ties, it 
may be useful to imagine the reactions of the other Bennet sisters were they to be honored by 
Mr. Collins’ proposal. Mrs. Bennet believes that, “Mary might have been prevailed on to accept 
him,” and the narrator agrees:  
She rated his abilities much higher than any of the others; there was a solidity in his 
reflections which often struck her, and though by no means so clever as herself, she 
thought that if encouraged to read and improve himself by such an example as hers, he 
might become a very agreeable companion. (95)  
In other words, Mary would have accepted Mr. Collins, but it would have been no great personal 
sacrifice; his companionship would have suited her desires, and the benefits to the larger 
household would have been incidental. The choice would have been an easy one for Mary, 
requiring no delicate balance between familial benefit and individual cost. (If she were to think 
of her sisters at all, it would probably be with shock – and perhaps satisfaction – that she were 
the first among them to be married.) 
If Mr. Collins had turned his sights on one of his even younger cousins, Catherine or 
Lydia, he likely would have been disappointed in his hopes. Neither girl expresses any respect 
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for him and, more importantly, neither demonstrates that she has any awareness of the impact of 
their individual behavior on the larger family unit. Both girls, but especially the more dominant 
Lydia, are silly, selfish and vain throughout, and their behavior does not change when they are 
confronted with the somber Mr. Collins. Even though the rest of the family attempts to treat him 
with some measure of civility, either for their own amusement (in the case of Mr. Bennet) or 
because he is a relatively powerful relation (in the case of the rest), Lydia and Kitty do not grasp 
the importance of his visit, or the impact that he could have on their futures. This is shown in 
their behavior toward him during his visit: while Kitty merely quietly marvels at his dullness, 
Lydia commits the social sin of interrupting him during his reading of Fordyce’s Sermons, 
though she “was bid by her two eldest sisters to hold her tongue” (52). Not able to feign respect 
for their cousin for an evening, neither are savvy enough to even consider committing to a 
lifetime in his company, no matter what the good for the family would be. 
Mary would therefore marry to the benefit of both herself and her family without 
considering the act a sacrifice, and the younger girls would refuse to even consider sacrifice 
because of their self-centered individualism; none of these hypothetical events requires the 
balance that Elizabeth must strike in her refusal of Mr. Collins. Only Mr. Collins proposing to a 
Jane who had not met Mr. Bingley – something that Mr. Collins is eager to do before learning of 
her probable impending engagement – would lead to a dilemma approaching Elizabeth’s. The 
difference in how Jane would approach this situation, as compared to Elizabeth, demonstrates 
her comparatively weaker deployment of advantageous sibling altruism, and signals one reason 
why Elizabeth deserves her slightly happier romantic outcome. 
As mentioned above, Jane does not quite have the finely-tuned sense of kin recognition 
that Elizabeth does, especially when it comes to how the family’s behaviors may harm her. She 
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does not know, or perhaps does not wish to know, to watch her sisters closely for potential 
embarrassments that may derail her blossoming relationship with Bingley. She does, however, 
have a well-developed sense of her own duty to her family, coupled with a lack of awareness of 
her own individual value. Her excessive dutifulness often comes out through her particular 
attentions to Mrs. Bennet. She cares for her mother during the latter’s many nervous spells, 
including Mrs. Bennet’s complete collapse following Lydia’s flight. Elizabeth expresses concern 
about Jane’s taking on so much of the familial burden, but Jane brushes her aside: 
“Your attendance upon her has been too much for you. You do not look well. Oh that I 
had been with you! you have had every care and anxiety upon yourself alone." 
"Mary and Kitty have been very kind, and would have shared in every fatigue, I am sure; 
but I did not think it right for either of them. Kitty is slight and delicate; and Mary studies 
so much, that her hours of repose should not be broken in on.”  (222) 
Jane shows herself willing to sacrifice her own comfort and health for her mother and to spare 
her sisters; this would be admirable, but the reader questions if Kitty’s health and Mary’s studies 
(which the narrator takes every opportunity to mock) are really worth Jane’s heroic efforts, or if 
she is taking on unnecessary burdens. Similarly, when Jane becomes engaged to Mr. Bingley, 
she cries “I must go instantly to my mother…I would not on any account trifle with her 
affectionate solicitude; or allow her to hear it from anyone but myself…” (264). Mrs. Bennet is 
not shown to be one to display “affectionate solicitude” toward anyone; that Jane imagines her to 
shows a loyalty to the members of her immediate family that expresses itself as blindness to their 
faults. Perhaps the Bennet family would be a happier one if they all conformed to social 
expectations of kindness and generosity, but Jane’s inability to understand the reality of her 
family’s temperament places her at a disadvantage. 
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It could be argued, of course, that Jane shows the tendency to believe the best of others 
toward everyone, not just her family, and that she is not, in fact demonstrating any particular 
propensity toward loyalty to the family through her actions. After all, Jane famously goes so far 
in her optimism as to attempt to clear both Mr. Wickham and Mr. Darcy of any wrongdoing, an 
attempt that Elizabeth cheerfully mocks: 
"They have both," said she, "been deceived, I dare say, in some way or other, of which 
we can form no idea. Interested people have perhaps misrepresented each to the other. It 
is, in short, impossible for us to conjecture the causes or circumstances which may have 
alienated them, without actual blame on either side." 
"Very true, indeed; and now, my dear Jane, what have you got to say on behalf of the 
interested people who have probably been concerned in the business? Do clear them too, 
or we shall be obliged to think ill of somebody. (65) 
More dangerously, Jane also foolishly thinks the best of Caroline Bingley, even when it becomes 
clear to Elizabeth and the reader that Caroline is attempting to sabotage Jane’s relationship with 
her brother. “If they believed him attached to me, they would not try to part us…By supposing 
such an affection, you make everybody acting unnaturally and wrong, and me most unhappy. Do 
not distress me by the idea” (106). In this instance, Jane’s naiveté in extending her role as a 
dutiful kin-member to the whole of her community – her willingness to see herself as everyone’s 
sister – becomes not just a sweet personality quirk, but a serious detriment to her romantic and 
reproductive future. In bringing her so close to romantic failure, Austen demonstrates how 
dangerous blind faith can be. 
Further impeding her ability to advocate for her own future is Jane’s lack of self-value. 
This is clearly demonstrated when Elizabeth constantly reminds her older sister that she is both 
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beautiful and good, and Jane refuses to acknowledge her own assets. When Elizabeth tells her 
she is beautiful, she only replies “Dear Lizzy!” (10) as though her sister were being hyperbolic or 
facetious. When she is later disappointed by Bingley’s absence, she assumes that she misread his 
interest; “It is very often nothing but our own vanity that deceives us. Women fancy admiration 
means more than it does” (105). Where Elizabeth’s recognition of her family’s intertwined fate 
leads her to attempt to curtail their damaging behaviors for their and (and her own) betterment, 
Jane’s inability to distinguish between those who deserve her loyalty and those who do not, 
coupled with her lack of awareness of her own value, both sexual and otherwise, leads to her 
over-developed tendency toward self-sacrifice and altruism.  
Because of Jane’s character, maternal pressure, and frequent reminders of her sororal 
responsibility would likely lead her to be persuaded to marry Mr. Collins to secure the family’s 
future, if there were no Mr. Bingley in the picture.89 This outcome would not be optimal for 
either the family or Jane. Jane would, obviously, be tied to a foolish man she has no romantic 
feelings for; she may not be as witty as Elizabeth, and therefore would perhaps not be as tortured 
by Mr. Collins’ lack of sense or humor, but Jane is a reasonable woman who would not be best 
suited to a life with her obsequious cousin. The family would lose Jane to a man of lower value 
than she would otherwise be able to secure. If she were to sacrifice her own desires for an 
emotionally or intellectually compatible husband in favor of Mr. Collins for the sake of her 
family’s immediate security, she would be wasting some of this value. She would allow the 
immediate needs of others to limit her own individual reproductive potential and her potential to 
lift the rest of her sisters even further above their current situations than marriage to Collins 
                                                     
89 This tragic conclusion is briefly entertained in the television adaptation Lost in Austen, in which a modern woman 
trades places with Elizabeth Bennet and influences the plot of Pride and Prejudice. Jane’s marriage to Mr. Collins, 
though it is eventually annulled, is portrayed as a sign of just how badly the heroine has erred in changing the 
intended plot of the novel.  
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would. Though Collins would certainly provide security and stability for Jane and her family, he 
would not provide the activity and growth that marriage to someone like Bingley provides – 
were Kitty to visit Jane Collins, she would only be exposed to the specters of Rosings, while 
Jane Bingley travels in much more varied, and potentially lucrative circles. If the younger Bennet 
sisters would err on the side of self-interest in negotiating this moment of potential altruism, Jane 
would err too far in favor of sacrifice. Only Elizabeth, therefore, balances both her self-interest 
and the interest of her family in making the choice to reject Mr. Collins. Her mother may not 
have supported her at the time of her decision, but her eventual marriage to the far-superior Mr. 
Darcy proves the wisdom of her choice. 
Elizabeth’s singular and successful negotiation of this moment of potential self-sacrifice, 
in contrast to her sisters’ likely actions, foreshadows her later abilities to reconcile her roles as 
both wife (and eventually, presumably, mother) and sister to the benefit of herself and her sisters. 
As an individual skilled in balancing the personal and the familial, Elizabeth realizes that her 
roles as sister and wife do not lie in opposition to one another, but rather compliment and even 
strengthen each other. A demonstration of this fact can be found when she is unwittingly 
instrumental in the marriage of Lydia and Wickham through her actions as a potential romantic 
partner for Mr. Darcy. When she learns of Lydia and Wickham’s possible elopement, it is 
coincidence that brings Mr. Darcy to her door soon after. When Elizabeth impulsively tells 
Darcy the truth of Lydia’s transgression, she at first fears that it will cause him to cut all ties with 
her and her family.  
Her power was sinking; everything must sink under such a proof of family weakness, 
such an assurance of the deepest disgrace. She could neither wonder nor condemn, but 
the belief of his self-conquest brought nothing consolatory to her bosom, afforded no 
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palliation of her distress. It was, on the contrary, exactly calculated to make her 
understand her own wishes; and never had she so honestly felt that she could have loved 
him, as now, when all love must be vain. (210) 
Instead, Darcy is compelled to chase after the lovers and ensure that Wickham marries Lydia, 
rather than seduces her and leaves her to ruin. Family pride and regret over his handling of 
Georgiana’s near-seduction was involved in this decision, but the diligence with which Darcy 
secures the marriage between Wickham and Lydia was doubtless because of his love for 
Elizabeth. She becomes the ultimate reason that her sister is able to maintain some semblance of 
a reputation, and that the family is not ruined through Lydia’s actions. Elizabeth’s romantic 
identity, in other words, has the effect of strengthening, rather than weakening, her ties to her 
family and raising the Bennet clan’s prospects as a whole; Darcy’s decision to help his future 
sister-in-law shows that he, too, acknowledges the pull of sibling ties. 
Lest the reader assume that it is only chance that allows Elizabeth to combine her sororal 
and romantic identities, the end of the novel also implies that she deliberately works toward her 
sisters’ futures after she weds Darcy, using the resources of her married life. As many of the 
aforementioned critics, Glenda Hudson in particular, have noted, marriage in Austen does not 
mean cutting familial ties, but rather enhancing them. Elizabeth is a prime example of this – she 
may get to leave her family home for the far-superior Pemberley, but Longbourn is never far 
away. In the case of Lydia and Wickham, she attempts to ensure the couple’s financial stability 
by sending them “such relief…as it was in her power to afford, by the practice of what might be 
called economy in her own private expenses…” (296). Giving occasional financial assistance to 
her youngest sister is not much of a sacrifice for the wealthy Mrs. Darcy, but supporting a couple 
whose attitudes are so opposed to her own must still be counted as a burden for Elizabeth. In less 
164 
 
concrete terms, Elizabeth also works toward the advancement of her sisters through attention to 
Kitty and her new sister Georgiana. She and Jane take on young Kitty’s education, to her benefit, 
as she becomes “by proper attention and management, less irritable, less ignorant, and less 
insipid” (295). Elizabeth is able to break through Georgiana’s timidity and provide an example 
of a healthy marriage:  
Pemberley was now Georgiana's home; and the attachment of the sisters was exactly 
what Darcy had hoped to see. They were able to love each other even as well as they 
intended. Georgiana had the highest opinion in the world of Elizabeth; though at first she 
often listened with an astonishment bordering on alarm at her lively, sportive, manner of 
talking to her brother. He, who had always inspired in herself a respect which almost 
overcame her affection, she now saw the object of open pleasantry. Her mind received 
knowledge which had never before fallen in her way. By Elizabeth's instructions, she 
began to comprehend that a woman may take liberties with her husband which a brother 
will not always allow in a sister more than ten years younger than himself. (297) 
Elizabeth, in other words, remains a steadfast sister to the Bennet relations and expands her 
sisterly responsibilities, even as she takes on a new role as the mistress of Pemberley. Jane also 
provides support to her family, especially Lydia and Wickham, who, “both of them frequently 
staid so long, that even Bingley’s good humour was overcome, and he proceeded so far as to talk 
of giving them a hint to be gone” (297), but her sisterly resources would be less than Elizabeth’s, 
despite her good intentions. Or, perhaps because of them; Mr. Bennet predicts that she and 
Bingley are “so complying, that nothing will ever be resolved on; so easy, that every servant will 
cheat you; and so generous, that you will always exceed your income” (265-266). Austen does 
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not say if this prophecy is fulfilled, but one wonders if Jane’s tendency toward excessive 
sacrifice persists after marriage. 
Elizabeth’s relations may not seem that different than the conclusions of Austen’s other 
novels, almost all of which include images of togetherness between sisters – the Dashwood 
sisters’ marriages allow them to live close to one another in Sense and Sensibility; Emma and her 
sister Isabella marry brothers, which will allow for frequent closeness – or sisters-in-law. As 
Terry Castle noted, “…so many of the final happy marriages seem designed not so much to bring 
about a union between hero and heroine as between the heroine and the hero’s sister,” Elizabeth 
and Georgiana and Catherine Moreland and Eleanor Tilney being prime examples. Unlike other 
sister pairs, however, Elizabeth’s future sister role is one of stewardship rather than simple 
attachment. She does not merely spend time with her relations, but she continues to take care of 
them and promote their fitness, even after she has secured her own future. She works 
continuously to promote the broadest degree of success for all of her kin group, while 
maintaining her own fitness and ensuring her own reproductive future.  
Once Elizabeth’s superior sororal strategizing is recognized, her character and her 
placement within the family becomes different than it is often assumed to be; instead of 
representing sense and reason alongside Jane and in opposition to Lydia (and, to a lesser extent, 
Mary and Kitty), Elizabeth becomes the moderate center of two extremes. Jane’s propensity 
toward self-sacrifice, though it is sometimes admired by Elizabeth, is as alien to her nature as 
Lydia’s hedonism. She strikes a balance between the eldest and youngest Bennet sisters and, 
because of that, she demonstrates her superior and inclusive fitness. Her success in marrying Mr. 
Darcy is not simply a matter of finding her ideal romantic partner, but also signaling that she 




II: Half-Sisters in The Woman in White and Daniel Deronda 
In contrast to Elizabeth’s singular ability to reconcile her roles as both reproductive 
prospect and sibling are those characters who find it more difficult to strike a balance between 
the two identities. In these cases, an individual may either decide to abdicate one role – choosing 
to entirely embody either a more self-interested mate figure or a more self-sacrificing sister to 
the detriment or even elimination of the other role – or she may struggle with both identities, 
remaining stuck between and uncertain of how to recognize her instincts or translate them into 
action. Examples of both possibilities can be found in later Victorian fiction: Marian Halcombe 
of Wilkie Collins’ The Woman in White is a woman who decides to devote all of her energies to 
the romantic success of her sister, without consideration for her own possible romantic 
opportunities. Daniel Deronda’s Gwendolen Harleth, on the other hand, struggles to understand 
that her four younger sisters have any claim on her energies or may be worthy of sacrifice. 
Despite entering into marriage, she remains stalled at the point of kin recognition and is unable 
to develop until she acknowledges the pull toward sacrifice for her family. 
These novels are especially interesting in conversation with one another because the 
sibling bonds depicted are between half-sisters, rather than sisters who share both parents. Both 
Marian and Gwendolen are the eldest children of first marriages, both of their mothers remarried, 
and both have younger half-sisters as a result. In evolutionary psychology and biology, half-
siblings are often thought to have more tenuous connections than full siblings. Studies suggest 
that “individuals will invest more in full siblings than in half-siblings or stepsiblings. Siblings 
ties are predicted to be weaker and display more conflict when siblings are not fully related” 
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(Pollet and Hoban 138).90 There are not many studies that have tackled this question however, 
and even fewer that have considered the difference between maternal and paternal half-siblings. 
As stated above, one major factor in human kin recognition is witnessing maternal caretaking 
behavior, which would obviously still be present when the siblings have a different father. The 
fact that both Marian and Gwendolen are eldest maternal half-sisters means that their 
connections with their younger siblings are potentially particularly fraught. Their sibling ties 
exist in an especially liminal space where kin recognition, and therefore altruism, should be 
occurring, but the pull toward sacrifice may or may not be as strong or as uncomplicated as that 
which Elizabeth felt toward her sisters. The difference in their approaches to sister sacrifice 
highlights the strength that comes with recognizing and nurturing even these tenuous sibling ties. 
**** 
Marian Halcombe’s plot in The Woman in White gives lie to the assumption that sacrifice 
must be a struggle and demonstrates the ease and pleasure with which one sister may strive for 
the betterment of another; Marian’s strong love for her sister is the second thing the reader learns 
about her. She focuses on her relationship with Laura in her first rambling speech to drawing 
instructor Walter Hartright upon his arrival at their home: 
My mother was twice married: the first time to Mr. Halcombe, my father; the second time 
to Mr. Fairlie, my half-sister's father. Except that we are both orphans, we are in every 
respect as unlike each other as possible. My father was a poor man, and Miss Fairlie's 
father was a rich man. I have got nothing, and she has a fortune. I am dark and ugly, and 
she is fair and pretty. Everybody thinks me crabbed and odd (with perfect justice); and 
everybody thinks her sweet-tempered and charming (with more justice still). In short, she 
                                                     
90 For obvious reasons those studies that have been done focus on human families only. Half-siblinghood is not a 
defined category in the animal kingdom where life-long, or even long-term mating is not the norm.  
168 
 
is an angel; and I am—— Try some of that marmalade, Mr. Hartright, and finish the 
sentence, in the name of female propriety, for yourself… I won't live without her, and she 
can't live without me; and that is how I come to be at Limmeridge House. My sister and I 
are honestly fond of each other; which, you will say, is perfectly unaccountable, under 
the circumstances, and I quite agree with you—but so it is. (61) 
Upon first encounter, the reader might expect Marian’s devotion to Laura to be a necessary 
performance in the name of practicality, given the former’s admittedly tenuous financial 
situation. Her blunt assessment that while she “won’t” live without her sister, her sister “can’t” 
live without her also may incline the reader to doubt that this elder half-sister is really as attached 
to her younger sibling as she claims to be. Instead, her final words of honest fondness turn out to 
be a huge understatement. Marian is not only fond of Laura, but she also entirely forgoes her 
own interests to serve her, sacrificing any chance she may have at her own romances to ensure 
Laura’s romantic happiness and personal safety.  
Evidence for Marian’s devotion is threaded throughout the novel. First, she urges the 
love-struck Walter Hartright to remove himself from their household, hoping to smooth her 
sister’s path toward marriage. Then, she works with Walter to investigate whether her sister’s 
intended husband, Sir Percival Glyde is really as upstanding and in love as he claims to be. Later, 
and most importantly, she joins her sister’s household and works tirelessly to protect her and, 
eventually, unravel the mystery of Laura’s husband’s past to free Laura from his tyranny and 
save her life. Though they offer adventure and intrigue, Marian’s actions also come at great 
personal cost and place her in physical danger many times. She eavesdrops on Sir Glyde and his 
companion Count Fosco by crouching on the roof in a heavy rainstorm and hoping to learn more 
of their plans for Laura, an uncomfortable and dangerous physical feat for anyone, let alone a 
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woman of the mid-nineteenth century: “I was cramped by my position and chilled to the bones. 
When I first tried to move, the effort was so painful to me that I was obliged to desist” (356). As 
a result, Marian contracts a dangerous fever that allows Glyde and Fosco to move against Laura 
more openly, but the unfortunate consequence does not negate the strength of her efforts on 
Laura’s behalf. Through illness and danger, she does not rest until her sister is restored to safety 
as the wife of the loving Walter Hartright, and mother to his children. The last image of the 
happy family emphasizes this goal: the family learns of Laura’s uncle’s death. This makes 
Laura’s son “one of the landed gentry of England…Mr. Walter Hartright, the heir of 
Limmeridge” (646).  Marian has sacrificed her own erotic desires, whatever they may be, to 
ensure the reproductive success of her younger sister and the strength and stability of the family 
line. The happy and secure family at the end of the novel is as much her triumph as it is Walter’s 
or Laura’s. 
Marian’s personal reasons for serving as a handmaiden to her sister’s romance could be 
put down to individual character and attachment; she is a devoted, loving sister and a caring 
woman and will therefore work to ensure Laura’s happiness, as long as it is in her power to do 
so. In evolutionary terms, however, one must consider that Marian’s actions represent a strategy 
meant to maximize her family’s overall fitness. As an intelligent woman, she knows that her own 
prospects for romance and reproductive success are low, while Laura’s are high. When she 
chooses to devote so much of her energy to Laura’s marriage rather than pursue her own, she 
cannot, therefore, be said to be sacrificing very much. The cost of her actions on Laura’s behalf, 
as heroic as they are, is minimal in contrast with the far greater benefits of ensuring that Laura be 




The novel itself dwells upon Marian’s unfitness as a mate in its first description of her 
looks. If the second thing the reader learns about Marian is that she loves her sister, the first is 
that she has an alarmingly unattractive face. Walter Hartright’s first meeting with her reveals this 
fact slowly, so that her ugliness is a shocking twist, rather than a flat description: 
The instant my eyes rested on her, I was struck by the rare beauty of her form, and by the 
unaffected grace of her attitude. Her figure was tall, yet not too tall; comely and well-
developed, yet not fat; her head set on her shoulders with an easy, pliant firmness; her 
waist, perfection in the eyes of a man, for it occupied its natural place, it filled out its 
natural circle, it was visibly and delightfully undeformed by stays…She left the 
window—and I said to myself, The lady is dark. She moved forward a few steps—and I 
said to myself, The lady is young. She approached nearer—and I said to myself (with a 
sense of surprise which words fail me to express), The lady is ugly! (58) 
Her face is described as masculine, almost simian, with thick dark hair, a prominent jaw, and a 
low forehead. Walter claims that “Never was the old conventional maxim, that Nature cannot err, 
more flatly contradicted—never was the fair promise of a lovely figure more strangely and 
startlingly belied by the face and head that crowned it” (58). The animal-like descriptions of her 
face, coupled with the citation of “Nature” as her creator implies that Marian’s unfortunate looks 
are no accident, but rather something inherent to her essence. She was made by Nature to be 
something other than an admired beauty like Laura; she was destined to be a helpful sister 
instead of a desired wife.  
Despite his initial attraction to Marian’s figure, with its “shoulders that a sculptor would 
have longed to model,” her face ensures that Walter does not think of her in sexual terms for the 
rest of the novel (59). Within an instant her possible role as a romantic partner for him is firmly 
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and permanently squashed, and she becomes instead his good friend and sister only. The last line 
of the novel: “Marian was the good angel of our lives” underlines the finality of this shift (646). 
Walter sees Marian as assisting in his and Laura’s plot, rather than living out her own. Since 
Walter is the main male narrator of the novel (even though he drops out of the plot for much of 
the middle, having fled to Honduras), his rejection of Marian as a potential mate leads the reader 
to re-categorize her character along with him. However the rest of the novel proceeds, it is clear 
that Marian’s story will not be a romance, and her energies will be something other than 
reproductive or maternal. 
  Collins does not, however, foreclose all erotic possibility from Marian’s plots; he shows 
her to be a character of fascination for the devious and domineering villain, Count Fosco. Fosco 
appreciates Marian’s intellect and detective work more than anyone else in the novel, even 
though they work against each other. When he finds and reads her diary, in which she documents 
her suspicions against him at length, he writes “I lament afresh the cruel necessity which sets our 
interests at variance, and opposes us to each other. Under happier circumstances how worthy I 
should have been of Miss Halcombe – how worthy Miss Halcombe would have been of ME!” 
(358-9). In other sections he refers to her as a “sublime creature” and, finally, finds himself 
unable to complete his dastardly plans because of his feelings for her. Even Marian is aware that, 
“the one weak point in that man’s iron character is the horrible admiration he feels for me” (568). 
Clearly Walter’s rejection of Marian as a potential love interest is not universal. 
 Count Fosco’s admiration, however, even though it is tinged with erotic interest, does not 
indicate that Marian should, or even could, enter into a reproductive plot if she wanted to. The 
Count is not interested in love, marriage, or children, but rather power and domination. Marian’s 
first account of him confirms this; she says of the Count: “He looks like a man who could tame 
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anything. If he had married a tigress, instead of a woman, he would have tamed the tigress. If he 
had married me, I should have made his cigarettes, as his wife does—I should have held my 
tongue when he looked at me, as she holds hers” (239). Marian is drawn to Count Fosco, whose 
personality is both unsettling and magnetic, but his relationship to his wife provides a note of 
caution. The man and his wife do not appear to have any affection between them, and, of course, 
they have no children. Madame Fosco is submissive and shriveled, appearing to have no 
independent will, only the desire to serve her husband. The specter of attraction between Marian 
and the Count does not, therefore, make the reader wistful for her sacrificed romantic aspirations; 
instead she breathes a sigh of relief that Marian was spared Madame Fosco’s lamentable fate. 
 The fear that Marian could have become Madame Fosco is only a more extreme version 
of another concern: that, were she more attractive, she could have been Laura. Laura is not 
nearly as empty or cowed as Madame Fosco, though her first husband is also domineering and 
cruel, but she is a decidedly less interesting character than her sister. The novel acknowledges 
this by giving Marian a strong narrative voice throughout the text, while the reader never hears 
Laura’s perspective. There are logistical reasons for this – the reveal that Laura is alive under an 
assumed identity in the asylum would not have had any weight if the reader had been hearing 
from her the whole time – but the reader also gets the sense that Marian has the stronger and 
more interesting voice, as well as the one most heard.91 She is attentive, detailed, and wry in a 
way her sister could not be. One could not imagine Laura, who often must be protected by those 
around her, crouching on the roof in the rain. Laura may be a typical embattled heroine, fending 
off those who have designs on her life and her fortune to eventually unite with the man she loves, 
but Marian is the heroine the reader remembers. 
                                                     
91 John Sutherland called her “one of the finest creations in all Victorian fiction” and Edward Fitzgerald named his 
yacht after her (referenced in Collins 14). 
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In avoiding the individual reproductive plot, therefore, Marian is free to be active, to 
protect, detect, and narrate. Her sacrifice, unlike Jane Bennet’s potential altruism, is not only 
beneficial for her sister and her family, but is also liberating for her. In Collins’ novel, the 
sacrificing sister faces danger, and leaves no children of her own, but that does not mean that she 
has not also gained a great deal. Analyzing Marian’s actions in an evolutionary context collapses 
the presumed dichotomy between socially-approved sacrifice and natural selfishness; in 
following her biological urges toward sacrifice, Marian places her body in danger, but she also 
becomes a heroine. This happy consequence does not make her sacrifice any less valid – she 
places herself in real danger and risks her health and her life for her sister’s future; those risks 
should not be discounted just because she may have enjoyed the adventure. The ease with which 
she embodies her sororal role, and the success she has in becoming one of the novel’s most vivid 
protagonists, proves that avoiding romance (and maternity) does not mean avoiding happiness or 
satisfaction. In shepherding her sister’s romance, Marian does what is best both for her family 
and herself.  
**** 
While Marian embraces her sacrifices on the behalf of her half-sister and makes the most 
of her role as a non-reproducing sister, Gwendolen Harleth struggles to understand herself as 
connected to her half-siblings at all. It does not occur to her for much of Daniel Deronda that she 
could or should sacrifice anything she desires for her four younger half-sisters; in fact, she is 
stuck for much of her narrative at the first step of kin recognition, unable to see her siblings as 
part of her proper family or to understand that her fate might be tied to theirs.  
It is important to remember that Eliot was aware of and explicitly interested in Darwin’s 
theories. Because of this, many critics have read evolutionary concerns into her fiction, Gillian 
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Beer’s reading of Daniel Deronda in her seminal book Darwin’s Plots being one of the more 
prominent studies.92 Most such readings tend to focus on evolutionary topics that do not include 
siblinghood, however, and evolutionary Eliot criticism largely does as thorough a job of ignoring 
Gwendolen’s sororal responsibilities as Gwendolen herself does. For example, when Beer 
addresses Gwendolen’s sisters, it is only in terms of descent and reproduction; she simply argues 
that the surfeit of daughters and sisters in the novel, including the Davilow girls, represents 
“[t]he dwindling energy of England” (187). Because theories of kin selection and sibling 
sacrifice were not introduced until decades after Eliot’s writing, it certainly makes sense to focus 
instead on more contemporaneous Darwinian thought, such as devolution, when analyzing her 
novels. As mentioned above, however, just because Eliot observed and wrote about sibling ties 
without recognizing their source as entwined with evolution does not mean that readers cannot 
read the biological instincts for sibling sacrifice within her texts. Novels such as The Mill on the 
Floss prove that Eliot was deeply interested in sibling ties; the more recent evolutionary 
understanding of sibling connections as vital to family fitness only adds depth to her concerns. 
Interestingly, even those critics operating outside of an evolutionary framework tend not 
to highlight Gwendolen’s identity as a failed sister. Those few critics who do focus on 
Gwendolen’s weak sister relationships tend to read them as meaningful symbols rather than 
biologically important in their own right. Nancy Pell’s “The Fathers’ Daughters in Daniel 
Deronda,” uses Gwendolen’s four half-sisters as the jumping off point of her analysis, but 
quickly asserts that the “superfluous” sisters’ inclusion in the novel “alerts the reader to the 
obtrusive and influential presence of four other women in the novel whose juxtaposition to 
                                                     
92 George Eliot’s writing is included in George Levine’s Darwin and the Novelists. A.J. Lustig’s “George Eliot, 
Charles Darwin and the Labyrinth of History” and George Eliot and Nineteenth-Century Science by Sally 
Shuttleworth both analyze intellectual connections between the writer and the scientists, among many other novel-
specific studies that identify Darwinian themes in her work. 
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Gwendolen Harleth may be anything but superfluous…” (425). She sees this household of 
women, in other words, operating merely as a signal to the reader that Eliot’s heroine will be 
powerfully connected to other non-related female figures as she navigates her way toward 
maturity. An evolutionary reading attentive to kin recognition and the path to sacrifice, in 
contrast, must view Gwendolen’s sisters as sisters: genetically related to her, biologically linked 
with her, and possessing an indelible claim on her efforts to create a future for their family. 
Gwendolen’s refusal to connect with her sisters is an indication that she is the “spoiled child” of 
Book 1’s title. Understanding the evolutionary responsibility that she should feel toward those 
girls leads the reader to understand that Gwendolen’s eventual acknowledgement of her half-
sisters as relations possibly worth sacrificing for is as necessary to her development as larger plot 
points like her failed marriage or her relationship with Deronda.  
At the beginning of her story, Gwendolen feels herself to be above and apart from her 
sisters, “whom Gwendolen had always felt to be superfluous: all of a girlish average that made 
four units utterly unimportant, and yet from her earliest days an obtrusive influential fact in her 
life” (loc 397). The younger girls irritate her, and she assumes that they must irritate everyone 
else:  
…it was evident to her that her uncle and aunt also felt it a pity there were so many 
girls:—what rational person could feel otherwise, except poor mamma, who never would 
see how Alice set up her shoulders and lifted her eyebrows till she had no forehead left, 
how Bertha and Fanny whispered and tittered together about everything, or how Isabel 
was always listening and staring and forgetting where she was, and treading on the toes 
of her suffering elders? (loc 397) 
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Later, Gwendolen calls Isabel “inconvenient,” several times not understanding that her youngest 
sister’s existence might have meaning outside of its convenience to her. An older sister finding 
her younger siblings annoying is hardly remarkable; Elizabeth Bennet was also frequently 
annoyed with Mary, Kitty, and Lydia, after all. What is more unusual is Gwendolen’s 
aggravation coupled with her feeling that the girls are “utterly unimportant” to her. Elizabeth was 
always able to understand how her sisters’ behavior affected the entire family even when she did 
not like them; Gwendolen simply mourns the fact of her sisters and then does her best to remove 
herself from their presence. She does not see how their prospects are linked and views them only 
as hindrances to be left behind as she pursues her future. 
 Gwendolen’s blindness to her kin is even more marked because those around her assume 
that she, unlike Elizabeth, will take some responsibility for the younger girls by helping her 
mother tend to their education. While the Bennet family neglected to give their daughters any 
formal education, Gwendolen had the advantage of going to school: “In the school-room her 
quick mind had taken readily that strong starch of unexplained rules and disconnected facts 
which saves ignorance from any painful sense of limpness” (loc 515). In the family’s reduced 
circumstances, however, her sisters are unable to have the same educational opportunities and, 
thus, Gwendolen’s mother asks her to pass on her knowledge and give her sisters, especially 
Alice, lessons. This, she claims to do, though she has no desire to:   
I have done it because you asked me. But I don't see why I should, else. It bores me to 
death, she is so slow. She has no ear for music, or language, or anything else. It would be 
much better for her to be ignorant…The hardship is for me to have to waste my time on 
her. (loc 351) 
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This “hardship” proves to be too much for Gwendolen. Even though her mother claims proudly 
that, “Gwendolen will save me so much by giving her sisters lessons” (loc 456), her eldest 
daughter soon neglects her duties. “The strongest assertion she was able to make of her 
individual claims was to leave out Alice's lessons (on the principle that Alice was more likely to 
excel in ignorance) …” (loc 719). Even though her mother and her wider community expect that 
Gwendolen be in some way responsible for her kin, she instead chooses the path of her 
“individual claims” – in this case organizing dramatic scenes intended to highlight her beauty 
and talent – and pursues only her self-interest. 
 Her refusal to help her mother or sisters through educating the younger girls is especially 
egregious because such behavior, in which the older sibling assists in the rearing of younger 
siblings, has roots in nature, and is thought to benefit the kin unit as a whole, not just the younger 
children. “In many other species, individuals who are not currently breeding or reproducing, such 
as siblings, provide care that helps a breeding pair to maximize their reproductive output” (Pollet 
and Hoban 135). Studies of human communities resulted in mixed conclusions about whether 
siblings can be said to be such “helpers at the nest” – some show increased reproductive fitness 
for parents when they have an unmarried elder daughter to help with caretaking, while others do 
not demonstrate any correlation.93 Still, other studies conclusively demonstrate a mutual benefit 
to elder and younger siblings when the older sibling instructs the younger in social behavior 
(136).94 It is possible that Gwendolen’s biological compulsion to help her sisters may be weaker 
because they do not share both parents; as mentioned above, however they do share a mother, 
which should mean that Gwendolen observed enough maternal caretaking to properly identify 
                                                     
93 See, for example, “Do Helpers at the Nest Increase their Parents’ Reproductive Success?” by Emile Crognier, A. 
Baali, and M-K Hilali in The American Journal of Human Biology, 13.3. 
94 See Pollet and Hoben’s chapter “An Evolutionary Perspective on Siblings: Rivals and Resources” in the Oxford 
Handbook of Evolutionary Family Psychology for an overview of these studies. 
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her sisters as her kin. In denying any responsibility for the education of her younger sisters, 
Gwendolen is refusing a role that should be encouraged by her family instincts. 
 Instead of hoping to maximize her mother’s fitness, Gwendolen in fact explicitly wishes 
that her mother had been less reproductively successful. At the age of twelve she asks, “Why did 
you marry again, mamma? It would have been nicer if you had not” (loc 265). The implication in 
her thoughtless remark is that she wishes for a household of two, just her and her mother, with no 
“unpleasant” step-father, and certainly no half-sisters. Gwendolen’s desire to limit the size of 
their family to just her and her surviving parent indicates a want for only vertical, rather than 
horizontal, family ties; like Darwin, Gwendolen has an exceptionally narrow definition of 
family, and it does not contain anyone within her generation. Only her mother, and, to a lesser 
extent, her uncle, whose patronage is key to her success, are included in her internal family tree. 
Her Davilow sisters are consistently simply impediments to her future, rather than valued family 
members. There is no question of Gwendolen’s sacrificing any of her desires for those 
inconvenient girls. 
 Interestingly, Gwendolen claims to yearn for a certain kind of sibling connection; when 
she speaks to her cousin Anna, she says that she is jealous of the latter’s family configuration: 
“You have brothers, Anna…I think you are enviable there” (loc 397). Whether Gwendolen 
would appreciate hypothetical brothers is uncertain (it is possible that she’s just trying to be 
polite), but if she indeed would privilege male siblings over female siblings, there are a few 
possible motivations. She may see male siblings as less inconvenient since she would not be 
expected to educate a young man in the same way as she is meant to teach her sisters. Because 
she is accustomed to male acknowledgement of her beauty and charisma, she also may expect 
that her brothers – and their friends –  would adore her as well. Most poignantly, however. 
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Gwendolen may have internalized the larger social preference for sons over daughters. There are 
several examples of daughters and sisters being passed over or ignored in the text: the three 
Mallinger daughters are mentioned only because their femaleness means that Diplow will pass 
on to the family’s only male heir, Henleigh Grandcourt. Lydia Glasher’s three daughters, also 
discussed below, are largely ignored even while her mother mourns that her son may not be 
made his father’s heir. In calling her glut of sisters “inconvenient” Gwendolen is merely giving 
voice to a system that makes sisters less valuable, and less worthy of sacrifice, than brothers. 
Evolution and genetics may not distinguish between a male relation and a female one, but 
nineteenth-century Britain certainly did. 
One could argue, of course, that Gwendolen in fact sacrifices a great deal in marrying 
Grandcourt, perhaps in part because of her sisters. At the start of the novel, she does not show 
any particular interest in being married, despite a desire to be admired and desired.  
That she was to be married some time or other she would have felt obliged to admit; and 
that her marriage would not be of a middling kind, such as most girls were contented 
with, she felt quietly, unargumentatively sure. But her thoughts never dwelt on marriage 
as the fulfillment of her ambition; the dramas in which she imagined herself a heroine 
were not wrought up to that close. To be very much sued or hopelessly sighed for as a 
bride was indeed an indispensable and agreeable guarantee of womanly power; but to 
become a wife and wear all the domestic fetters of that condition, was on the whole a 
vexatious necessity. Her observation of matrimony had inclined her to think it rather a 
dreary state in which a woman could not do what she liked, had more children than were 
desirable, was consequently dull, and became irrevocably immersed in humdrum.  
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When Grandcourt arrives on the scene, she is intrigued by and attracted to his dominance, but 
still resists committing to him; when she learns of his past, which includes a long-term affair 
with Lydia Glasher and the siring of the aforementioned four illegitimate children, she decides to 
break off the courtship. She flees with friends to Dover, decisively declaring to her mother “I am 
not going in any case to marry Mr. Grandcourt” (loc 2195). She only changes her mind because 
of the change in family’s financial situation, which implies that her marriage, as comfortable as it 
may make her financially, represents a great personal sacrifice.  
Her sisters certainly benefit from the financial stability and increase in consequence that 
Gwendolen’s sacrifice brings the family. They are, however, unintentional beneficiaries of her 
actions; she is always clear that she wants to help only her mother – whom she promises to 
always love “better than anybody else in the world” – and, of course, herself. She is flattered by 
Grandcourt’s attention, but, more importantly, she wants to avoid the work of being a governess, 
and marriage is the only way she sees to do that. Importantly, she relates her unwillingness to be 
a governess to her distaste for her sister Alice. She scoffs: “Fancy me shut up with three 
awkward girls something like Alice! I would rather emigrate than be a governess” (loc 3366). 
Unspoken in this remark is the fact that Gwendolen is already “shut up” with four awkward girls, 
including Alice. Marriage to Grandcourt, therefore, will free her from the sister-like 
responsibilities of being a governess, as well as the burden of literal sisterly interactions in her 
own family home. That her sisters will benefit is less important than that Gwendolen will be free 
of them. 
Importantly, Gwendolen’s decision to marry Grandcourt is coupled with another denial of 
family ties: in accepting his proposal, she must renege on her promise to Lydia Glasher not to 
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marry him.95 Lydia comes to Gwendolen and stakes a claim on Grandcourt for her own sake and 
the sake of their children:  
Mr. Grandcourt ought not to marry any one but me. I left my husband and child for him 
nine years ago. Those two children are his, and we have two others—girls—who are 
older. My husband is dead now, and Mr. Grandcourt ought to marry me. He ought to 
make that boy his heir. (loc 2157) 
At first, Gwendolen agrees not to interfere by marrying Grandcourt, but when her family faces 
financial hardship, she changes her mind by convincing herself that she only made a “sort of” 
promise, and that she might be able to help the woman and her children as Grandcourt’s wife. 
“For what could not a woman do when she was married, if she knew how to assert herself?” (loc 
4302). She is determined “…that when she was Grandcourt's wife, she would urge him to the 
most liberal conduct toward Mrs. Glasher's children” (loc 4502). She also comforts herself with 
the knowledge that society would agree with her:  
To consider what "anybody" would say, was to be released from the difficulty of judging 
where everything was obscure to her when feeling had ceased to be decisive. She had 
only to collect her memories, which proved to her that "anybody" regarded the 
illegitimate children as more rightfully to be looked shy on and deprived of social 
advantages than illegitimate fathers. The verdict of "anybody" seemed to be that she had 
no reason to concern herself greatly on behalf of Mrs. Glasher and her children. (loc 
4309) 
Again, Gwendolen decides to support socially-acceptable familial exclusivity, instead of the 
inclusivity encouraged by blood ties and instincts. The decision to go forward with her marriage 
                                                     
95 I am indebted to Mary Jean Corbett, whose question at the 2015 British Women Writers conference encouraged 
me to make the connection between the Davilow daughters and Mrs. Glasher’s children.  
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is not easily made, and Lydia ensures that continues to haunt her while, but that Gwendolen is 
able to make it at all speaks to her ability to selectively excise inconvenient people from her 
family tree. 
The novel asks its readers to connect Gwendolen’s half-sisters and Grandcourt’s 
illegitimate children in a few ways. They are both groups of children that Gwendolen would 
prefer did not exist, and they are both “extra” in the sense that they are outside the patrilineal line 
of descent sanctioned by nineteenth-century British society. The four young Davilow daughters 
are a burden to their mother as they cannot study or work, but can only be married off; Lydia 
Glasher is lucky enough to have a son among her group of four children, but he is illegitimate 
and will not inherit without his parents’ marrying (or, as is revealed later, specific instructions 
from his father’s will).96 When Gwendolen refuses to sacrifice what she wants for either of these 
groups of children, she is reaffirming her own narrow view of family and echoing the larger 
social ethos that these liminal family figures do not count. Half-siblings, especially maternal 
half-sisters are not worth any special effort, and bastard children deserve to be deprived of their 
father’s wealth.  
The major turning point in Gwendolen’s development – her refusal or perhaps inability to 
save her husband from drowning – comes when she is removed from the family of her 
childhood, but the transformation that takes place as a result of this event and her deepening 
connection to Deronda is signaled through her willingness both to accept the Glasher children’s 
claim as her husband’s family and to re-enter the household of sisters she had earlier so quickly 
cast off. When her husband’s will leaves his estate to his son, and gives Gwendolen only “a poor 
                                                     
96 In contrast, another group of four siblings, Hans Meyrick and his three sisters, or, read another way, the Meyrick 
girls and their adopted “sister” Mirah, seem to exist in an idyllic household, where all are accepted regardless of 
origin. Their plot lies largely outside of Gwendolen’s world, and she is therefore not asked to approve of or support 
them in any way, but their existence indicates Eliot’s belief that broadly defined family ties are possible.  
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two thousand a year and the house at Gadsmere” (loc 10474), Gwendolen’s relations are 
appalled at the apparent injustice. Gwendolen, however, accepts her husband’s decision quietly, 
and perhaps even with a bit of relief, saying “It is all perfectly right, and I wish never to have it 
mentioned” (loc 11136). As Deronda realizes, she is still feeling guilty over her husband’s death: 
“You are conscious of something which you feel to be a crime toward one who is dead. You 
think that you have forfeited all claim as a wife. You shrink from taking what was his” (loc 
11259). She may also, however, feel that the money going to Lydia Glasher’s son erases her 
broken promise to her husband’s mistress. She will no longer be cursed by Lydia, and her 
husband’s extra-marital family ties will be socially recognized; they are Grandcourt’s real 
family, and Gwendolen now understands that they deserve to be recognized. 
She also decides to recognize her own family ties after her husband’s death compels her 
to rejoin her family:  
Gwendolen, since she had determined to accept her income, had conceived a project 
which she liked to speak of: it was, to place her mother and sisters with herself in 
Offendene again, and, as she said, piece back her life unto that time when they first went 
there, and when everything was happiness about her, only she did not know it. (loc 
11332)  
Her return to Offendene presents the reader with a charming image of a repentant daughter and 
sister making amends for earlier selfishness. When Deronda asks if she will be leaving with her 
mother soon, she confirms this and says, “I want to be kind to them all—they can be happier than 
I can” (loc 11282). The plural pronouns of her response prove that she is thinking of more than 
just her mother; her sisters are finally included in her future plans of duty and devotion. Perhaps 
the second time around she really will help her mother with Alice’s lessons; certainly she will be 
184 
 
less willing to play queen of the house after her experiences. Deronda sees Gwendolen’s new 
sororal pull as giving her a vital sense of purpose: “…there will be unexpected satisfactions—
there will be newly-opening needs—continually coming to carry you on from day to day. You 
will find your life growing like a plant… You can, you will, be among the best of women, such 
as make others glad that they were born” (loc 11289-11297). Fully embracing her sisters as her 
kin, whose happiness is connected to her actions and who are worthy of her sacrifice, is seen as 
necessary to Gwendolen’s future growth as a woman of worth. 
In evolutionary terms, by the end of the novel, Gwendolen’s concept of family has 
expanded laterally so that she recognizes that her superfluous sisters may be actual people worth 
sacrificing for. In stressing the importance of Gwendolen accepting Grandcourt’s son as his 
father’s heir, the novel is also arguing for a broader responsibility for blood relations, even those 
who are socially worth less (or worthless). Though nineteenth-century Britain may have been 
comfortable neglecting bastards, privileging sons, and disinheriting daughters, Eliot’s novel is 
not. The ties of kinship are threaded into the characters’ biology; only by recognizing those pulls 
can they find peace.  
Gwendolen’s actions also demonstrate that the recognition of one’s kin responsibilities 
ironically leads not to family-only clannishness, but to a wider concept of non-biological affinity. 
At the end of the novel, Gwendolen becomes not only a true sister to her actual sisters, but also 
contemplates becoming a sister to her larger community. She has already began her work; in 
allowing Lydia Glasher’s children to thrive, she serves as a surrogate sister (or even sister-wife) 
to her husband’s former mistress. She moves from breaking a promise to Lydia, to happily (if not 
entirely voluntarily) sacrificing her own wealth and comfort for the other woman and her 
children; the two will never be friends, but Gwendolen’s actions create a bond between them 
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nevertheless. If Gwendolen’s path toward her and her husband’s marginalized relations has 
demonstrated for her the narrowness of socially-recognized kin, she now free to create new ties 
with similarly liminal figures. She may choose to connect with new sisters, with whom she cares 
no blood ties at all, but only similarities of personality or experience. She may find herself, in the 
words of Deronda, “growing like a plant” and subverting the expected hierarchy of relations. 
 
III. Conclusion 
All three of these heroines complicate the expected familial teleology in which one is 
born a daughter, spends time as a sister, and then graduates into marriage and motherhood. 
Elizabeth is able to fulfill her sister and wife roles simultaneously, Marian diverts all of her 
energy into sisterhood (and, eventually, aunthood), and Gwendolen returns to her role as a 
daughter and sister after a failed marriage and with no romantic prospects on the horizon. Even 
though romance and attraction are forces in all three novels, none of the authors allow the erotic 
narrative to subsume their characters’ sibling instincts. The diversity in their methods of 
balancing (or not) their roles as potential mothers and actual sisters resists the Darwinian 
assumption that female bodies are drawn only toward motherhood. 
The strength and importance of the sister ties depicted in these novels also indicates the 
possibility for subversive relations that resist patriarchal social structures. Elizabeth’s refusal to 
marry Mr. Collins can be read as a denial of the system of entail that gives him any power over 
her or her family, while her continual efforts to monitor and assist her sisters provides her and 
them with power in a marriage market that would deny their value. Marian’s efforts on Laura’s 
behalf literally save the younger woman from her abusive marriage, while Gwendolen’s 
recognition of herself as a sister opens her eyes to the importance of marginalized family 
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members. That all of these relationships are supported by instinct and nurtured by evolutionary 
forces encouraging strong kin relations demonstrates just how natural this resistance is; while 
Darwin and his followers argued for women’s fitness for the one role of wife and mother, 





Chapter 5: Replication with Variation: Little Sister Replacements and Lateral Descent 
For there is no friend like a sister 
In calm or stormy weather; 
To cheer one on the tedious way, 
To fetch one if one goes astray, 
To lift one if one totters down, 
To strengthen whilst one stands. 
- Christina Rossetti, “Goblin Market” 
 
As the last section demonstrated, relationships between siblings can have a powerful 
impact on the biological success of family groups. When, for example, sisters sacrifice resources, 
reproductive or otherwise, for their kin, they ensure in some measure their own evolutionary 
success through a relationship with no direct reproductive component. What this section seeks to 
further demonstrate is that the mode of sacrifice is not the only manner in which a sibling may 
influence the biological fate of her larger family. In some cases, such as the ones outlined below, 
a sister may actively work to ensure that her younger sister can “reproduce” the elder sister’s 
own life with small, but significant improvements. In doing so, she not only helps to guarantee 
the success of her larger family unit, but she also seeks to subtly shape the generation to come 
for the better through two of the most important aspects of evolution, according to both Darwin 
and his contemporary followers: repetition and variation.  
In the typical evolutionary narrative both repetition and variation are directly employed 
primarily through sexual reproduction. In biological terms, this means that those species that 
reproduce sexually have evolved to comprise two sexes, both of whom contribute genetic 
material to offspring, ensuring that the resulting next generation will have traits of both parents.97 
                                                     
97 Asexual reproduction, in which an exact copy of the parent is produced without additional genetic material from 
another individual, heavily favors repetition over variation, and therefore produces little change across generations. 
This tends to be a favored strategy for those species who are so adapted to their environments that even the slightest 
change would result in less success for the resulting offspring.  
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In combining genetic material there is, even now, a fair amount of chance and unpredictability, 
including things like mutation, epigenetic alterations, or the unexpected activation of recessive 
genes that had been hidden in the parents. Still, children can be assumed to be similar, but not 
identical to their parents. Traits will repeat through the generations, but with enough change to 
ensure that each successive generation varies from what came before it. 
In Darwin’s time, acknowledgement of the fact and importance of both repetition and 
variation came across most clearly in the breeding choices made by farmers and gardeners. 
Without understanding the principles of inheritance, still they would select the animals or plants 
with the “best” traits, and breed them with one another, hoping to create an even bigger, stronger, 
or more beautiful variety. According to Darwin’s Origin, it “is certain that several of our eminent 
breeders have, even within a single lifetime, modified to a large extent their breeds of cattle and 
sheep…Breeders habitually speak of an animal's organisation as something plastic, which they 
can model almost as they please” (29). The alteration of species under domestication was not 
(yet) an exact science, but the cattle and sheep breeders of Darwin’s text had made great progress 
in encouraging traits they found pleasing and avoiding those they did not through selective 
breeding.  
Human relationships are not, obviously, at the whims of an outside breeder, but still the 
forces of repetition and variation at play within all sexual reproduction can be found in the 
courtship narratives of the nineteenth century and their relationship to sexual selection. As earlier 
sections have noted, sexual selection is meant to favor which individual is the best-suited mate. 
Without a farmer making these decisions, elaborate rituals and signs have emerged to signal 
health, resources, strength, and fertility, as well as demonstrate those traits that the other sex 
finds particularly attractive for no clear adaptive reason. Behind all these traits is the hope that 
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any resulting children will possess those positive qualities as well; they will be best of both 
individuals, and therefore like the parents, but hopefully different enough to be even more 
successful and better adapted to their environment. 
Within novels of the time, this underlying desire expresses itself most commonly in the 
deliberation over mate selection. In the most simplified version of the marriage plot, heroines 
must decide which qualities matter the most to them in a potential husband and a potential father 
to their children. Will they value the security and power that financial resources bring? Or favor 
inner strength of character? Will they choose a partner who complements their own character, or 
one whose flaws exacerbate their own? The answer to questions like these determines the 
heroine’s own happiness, of course, but also, implicitly or explicitly, the character and fate of her 
future children. In those tragic cases where women choose poorly, they doom their children to 
repeat the mistakes of their parents. One need only think of the two Elizas of Austen’s Sense and 
Sensibility for a clear example of this possibility: the mother makes a rash sexual decision and, in 
doing so, dooms her daughter to follow her same path toward ruin. This is an admittedly extreme 
version of repetition (most children are not given the exact same names and plots as their 
parents), but even more subtle generational narratives demonstrate the parental drive to create 
another, hopefully better version of oneself.  
 In the examples below from Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park and Thomas Hardy’s Tess of 
the D’Urbervilles, readers can see that this drive to “reproduce” oneself with improvements does 
not, however, only express itself in parental relations. In what I term lateral descent, siblings, 
specifically sisters, work to place their younger sisters in situations in which they will repeat the 
reproductive stories of the older sister, but, hopefully, with even more success. These sisters, like 
the mothers of the more typical narrative, work to create a better future for their families by 
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employing similarity and difference and manipulating circumstances so that their sisters, rather 
than their children, become their rightful offspring. 
 Identifying the possibility for lateral descent, as well as the more typical generational 
descent, is necessary for understanding a less individualistic and essentialist Darwinism than the 
narrow version favored by many literary critics. As indicated in the previous chapter, individuals 
must not always be considering their own, narrowly defined self-interest to be operating within 
an evolutionary context; a broader network of impulses and actions are explicable under the 
current understanding of evolution that do not make sense within a harsh “survival of the fittest” 
world. The expected individual working toward her own survival and reproductive success is 
“natural,” but so are many other forms of relations, including those that de-emphasize 
reproduction in favor of non-romantic entanglements so that a woman’s primary identity may not 
be maternal, but rather sororal.  This deferment of or deemphasis on maternal identity is not an 
evolutionary failure, but rather a different form of evolutionary success for these characters. 
 Lateral descent also exposes and emphasizes the non-teleological nature of the 
evolutionary narrative itself. As previous chapters have demonstrated, just as one cannot predict 
how an individual will choose or be compelled to direct her biological desires, one cannot 
foresee the path that the larger story of a family, a population, or a species will take. What 
contemporary feminist evolutionary critics find most exciting and compelling about evolution is 
that, for all its focus on the actions and influences of the past one can observe in the present, it 
cannot predict the future. There is no single path for an individual, humanity, or any species to 
follow, no set biological destiny for mankind, let alone for women. The only constant in 
Darwin’s world is change.  
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 This openness and shifting of attention from the reproductive to the sisterly is especially 
important to keep in mind for two characters whose temperaments and decisions have 
represented something of a stumbling block for readers and critics. Mansfield Park’s Fanny Price 
is unfavorably compared to other Austen heroines as being too weak to be interesting, in large 
part because of how she refuses to actively engage in her marriage plot, while Tess’s love for her 
husband and desire for his future happiness can seem overly selfless. Paying attention to how the 
two characters conduct themselves with their sisters is necessary for understanding their 
complexity and ameliorating these less generous readings.  
When Darwin observed his “endless forms, most beautiful,” he was remarking on the 
awe he felt when confronted with the sheer vastness and complexity the natural world has 
achieved from such humble beginnings as the fossil record revealed. He could just as easily have 
been referring to the myriad possibilities for the future, both on a large and small scale. When a 
character like Tess Durbeyfield or Fanny Price deviates from the expected path of exclusive 
focus on reproductive success, or even just complicates it, this change indicates possible 
multiplicity within her character – she can care about many things, not merely be defined as a 
potential or actual mother – and variety within her personal legacy. Perhaps the most important 
and lasting impact she has is not predicated by whom she marries, but rather how she influences 
her sister. In a result that Darwin himself would have appreciated, the expected straight line of 
reproduction is shown to have curves and turns after all. 
 
I. The Most Beloved of the Two: Fanny’s Work and Susan’s Triumph in Mansfield Park 
Mansfield Park has long been considered the most troublesome, even controversial of 
Jane Austen’s novels, frequently eliciting reactions of intense hatred motivated by a sense of 
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almost personal betrayal.98 Despite the reported amusement the author herself experienced while 
writing her novel,99 even Austen’s own sister was reportedly dissatisfied with the its ending, and 
argued that Edmund should have been allowed to marry the charming and vivacious Mary 
Crawford, and Fanny the reformed rake Henry Crawford (cited in Hudson 33). Fanny Price’s 
(and Jane Austen’s) insistence that the only route for her happiness is marriage to her cousin 
Edmund, and thus a closing off of Mansfield Park to dangerous outsiders like the Crawford 
siblings, rankles a readership more attracted to the (comparatively) cross-class love of Elizabeth 
Bennet and Mr. Darcy. In comparison to Pemberley’s revitalization under Elizabeth’s reign, 
Mansfield Park seems destined for claustrophobic stasis and stagnation – forever repetition 
without variation. The disruption represented by the arrival of those sexy Crawford siblings, and 
the resulting scandal around Maria’s adultery is firmly squashed by the end of the narrative; 
Order has triumphed. The reader feels…ambivalent. At the heart of this dissatisfaction is not 
only concern over the class politics of a novel that champions the orderliness of the landed 
gentry over the more hard-scrabble existence of the rising middle class, but also a frustration 
with how its heroine seems to embody those politics. The excessively moral, passive, feminine 
Fanny Price, who never trusted the Crawfords, and is proven right at every turn, makes for an 
awful letdown when compared to saucy Emma, or even the similarly put-upon Anne Eliot – at 
                                                     
98 Discomfort with Mansfield Park is common in foundational Austen criticism. Among the many negative reactions 
elicited by the text are Kingsley Amis’s famous query in “What became of Jane Austen?” in which he asks: “What 
became of that Jane Austen (if she ever existed) who set out bravely to correct conventional notions of the desirable 
and virtuous? From being their critic (if she ever was) she became their slave. That is another way of saying that her 
judgement and her moral sense were corrupted. Mansfield Park is the witness of that corruption” (16-17). (He earlier 
wryly notes that “to invite Mr and Mrs Edmund Bertram round would not be lightly undertaken” (14).) John 
Halperin’s “The Trouble with Mansfield Park” even more bluntly asserts that “One gets the impression sometimes 
that Mansfield Park was written by a neurasthenic nun. It seems less the work of the author of Pride and Prejudice 
than that of Mrs. Clennam” (6). Marilyn Butler simply declares the novel an “artistic failure” in Jane Austen and the 
War of Ideas. 
99 Her niece reported that she would “sit quietly working, beside the fire in the library, saying nothing for a good 
while, and then would suddenly burst out laughing, jump up and run across the room to a table where pen and paper 
were lying, writing something down, and then come back to the fire” (cited in Heydt-Stevenson 137). 
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least Anne desires to get away from her terrible wealthy family, rather than ensconcing herself 
among it even more. 
There have been, however, readings of Mansfield Park that grant this complicated 
heroine a certain measure of personal power and disruptive desire, often not immediately noticed 
by the reader. Because Fanny is routinely quiet, preferring to suffer in silence than verbally spar, 
her eventual mastery over her situation and the fulfillment of her every desire is not always given 
the proper attention as the result of influence rather than luck. Remedying this oversight have 
been readings by critics like Nina Auerbach, whose 1982 “Dangerous Charm: Feeling as One 
Ought about Fanny Price” declares the heroine to be nothing less than a manipulative monster. 
“Like Frankenstein and his monster, those spirits of solitude, Fanny is a killjoy, a blighter of 
ceremonies and divider of families” (25). Later she compares her to Beowulf’s Grendel, saying 
“Fanny’s cannibalistic invasion of the lighted, spacious estate of Mansfield is genteel and purely 
symbolic, but, like the primitive Grendel, she replaces common and convivial feasting with a 
solitary and subtler hunger that possesses its object” (28). Seeing Fanny as the proverbial cuckoo 
in the nest may not seem like an improvement over viewing her as a prudish blank, but it does 
recognize her power, disturbing though that power may be. 
Milder interpretations of Fanny’s character by more modern critics like Mary Waldron 
are a part of Auerbach’s tradition of reading Fanny as having surprising, if sometimes 
unattractive, agency. Waldron notes that Fanny’s love for Edmund leads her to act ungenerously 
to those around her (most especially Mary Crawford), and that, far from being the perfect 
virtuous heroine, she possesses “a mind in very human turmoil” (95). Similarly, John Wiltshire 
builds on this to argue that Fanny’s frequent blushes and signs of physical weakness are evidence 
of body working to conceal an illicit desire for her cousin (illicit not because he is her cousin, but 
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because truly good women are not supposed to desire anyone who has not already expressed a 
preference for them). Neither Wiltshire or Waldron think Fanny is a monster; instead, they view 
her actions as evidence that she is a progressive, perhaps even radical, figure. Instead of being a 
model girl, she possesses streaks of assertion and desire that should make the reader more 
comfortable with her eventual triumph. 
Most relevant to my reading, however, is Mary Jean Corbett’s analysis of Fanny’s 
endogamous marriage as the best possible outcome for a woman of limited means. Unlike those 
critics who view cousin marriage as regressive or conservative,100 Corbett notes how Fanny’s 
relationship with Edmund offers her the “best opportunity to reconcile individual desire and 
family interest” (37). In contrast to those who would see their eventual marriage as a sign of 
stasis, Fanny and Edmund’s bond is one that allows them to “both generate new ties and sustain 
older ones” (39). Among the older ones sustained is, of course, Fanny’s relationship with her 
aunt and uncle who become mother and father to her through her marriage, and, most important 
for the argument to follow, her connection to her younger sister Susan. Corbett notes that “the 
breach between sisters created by the unequal alliances described at the opening of Mansfield 
Park is repaired in one branch of the next generation, as the felt need for proxy daughters 
ultimately enables two of the Price sisters to renew their attachment” (47). Fanny is able to 
install Susan in Mansfield permanently upon her marriage, allowing the two sisters both greater 
personal happiness, and the opportunity of building a real relationship that would have been 
impossible had Susan remained in Portsmouth. 
                                                     
100 For example, Glenda Hudson, as outlined in Sibling Love and Incest in Jane Austen’s Fiction, Tony Tanner’s 
Adultery in the Novel: Contract and Transgression, and Ruth Bernard Yeazell’s “The Boundaries of Mansfield 
Park” in Representations all argue that Fanny’s marriage to Edmund represents a conservative turning inward for the 
character and the family.  
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This section builds on the tradition of viewing Fanny as a subtle powerful shaper of her 
own environment and expands on Corbett’s attention to Susan and Fanny’s relationship. Using a 
biological and evolutionary conception of sibling relations, I suggest that Fanny is an agent of 
incremental, but necessary change to the Mansfield ecosystem. Through Susan, however, we can 
see that the same influence Auerbach found so unsettling expands beyond Fanny’s own romantic 
and reproductive destiny to that of her younger sister, and, potentially the entire Mansfield estate. 
Fanny does not only expel the bad seeds of Maria and Julia; she replaces them in family position 
and status. She does not stop there, however; she also reproduces herself in the figure of Susan, 
and sets her sister up as potentially an even more powerful shaper of the next generation – as a 
potential wife to heir Tom Bertram – than she herself comes to be. Fanny does not only achieve 
exactly what she wants through her marriage to Edmund – she also positions those around her for 
the maximum benefit of her family group, and all coming descendants, not just her own.  
Before turning to the text, however, it is necessary to address the manner in which other 
critics have analyzed the relationships of Mansfield Park in evolutionary terms. As the last 
chapter suggested, Austen is a popular author to place under the analysis of evolutionary 
criticism; both author and critics are (or, in Austen’s case, claim to be) interested in truths 
“universally acknowledged.” Though Mansfield Park has not received the attention of the more 
popular Pride and Prejudice, there have been two key readings that represent both the attraction 
of the novel to those invested in evolutionary themes, and the limits to their analysis because of 
their insistence on focusing on narrowly defined reproductive themes, rather than a broader, less 
essentialist attention to multiple evolutionary forces.101 Brian Boyd’s 1998 article “Jane, Meet 
                                                     
101 There have, of course, been other readings that have touched on the natural forces within Mansfield Park, but 
usually not with the same critical focus. Jenny Davidson’s “A Modest Question about Mansfield Park,” for example, 
notes that the novel is an argument for the utility of deception as an evolutionary tool, as a part of a larger argument 
about positive hypocrisy in the novel. George Levine’s Darwin and the Novelists uses Mansfield Park as 
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Charles: Literature, Evolution, and Human Nature,” introduces his readers to Literary Darwinism 
as a theory and uses Mansfield Park as a case study. He views the novel as dramatizing the 
process of female choice, and therefore focuses on the romantic relationships between Henry and 
Fanny and Fanny and Edmund. He uses such “truths” as “females choose males as partners on 
the basis of their ability to support the offspring” (17) and “Women the world over prize 
intelligence…and verbal skills…in prospective partners” (18) to support the idea that Fanny’s 
negotiation of these two men is fraught with the forces of sexual selection. In his view, Henry’s 
wooing of Fanny through his promotion of her brother William is a canny act intended to 
demonstrate his value as a mate; that Fanny almost falls for his shallow “reform” proves how 
important close observation is to the wooing process. Boyd concludes that, “…Mansfield Park, 
like other Austen novels, seems almost an evolutionary romance, in which the cognitive arms 
race will be won by the socially sensitive” (22). He admits that his concise reading is not a 
complete picture of the novel, nor is it meant to be, but his focus nevertheless demonstrates the 
narrow, reproductively focused and essentialist tendency in evolutionary criticism, in which 
women are expected to desire a certain set of characteristics in a mate, men are meant to display 
those traits, with little room for alternative desires, let alone lateral descent.  
The 2012 study Graphing Jane Austen: The Evolutionary Basis of Literary Meaning 
looks at Austen’s entire canon using a collection of surveys about the characters and their 
motivations to elicit conclusions about what readers appreciate in protagonists and antagonists, 
and what sorts of behaviors Austen’s novels seem to endorse. Though the authors do not focus 
on Mansfield Park with any particular attention, they do pay attention to Fanny’s unlikeliness as 
a heroine, and note that, though many readers dislike her and are less interested in her than any 
                                                     
representative of a pre-Darwinian perspective on the well-ordered natural world as understood by natural theology, 
before the theory of evolution (as conceived by Darwin and his followers, that is) added chaos and unpredictability. 
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other heroine, she is nevertheless suited to her environment. “Fanny’s temperament would not be 
ideal for every occasion, clearly, but it turns out to be exactly the right temperament to deal with 
the charming solicitations of anarchic self-release in Mansfield Park” (115). Like the Boyd 
article, this study is limited in its focus (the survey format especially restricts the type and 
amount of data with which the authors are working), though it does try to draw out some broader 
conclusions about Austen’s world-view, namely that she values “romances devoid of sex” (120), 
focusing instead on affection and esteem. Still, there is a tendency within even this farther-
reaching study to limit the success or failure of characters to their marital outcomes and implied 
reproductive success. Though both Boyd’s and Carroll’s readings have their merits, therefore, 
they are limited by their reliance on outdated evolutionary “truths” and their focus on romantic 
relationships as the primary mode of communicating evolutionary desires.  
Turning to the relationship between Fanny and Susan and tracking the manner in which 
Fanny invests in her younger sister and manages her own, reproductive fate allows the reader to 
see that evolutionary desires are not directed only toward mate identification and retention, but 
rather flow in multiple directions, encompassing a variety of relationships. Importantly, as I will 
explore below, the novel also suggests that individuals who pursue exclusively romantic goals 
are limited not only in their focus, but also their success. Fanny’s ability to include her sister in 
her hopes for the future is an adaptation that makes her particularly fit for her environment. 
Fanny’s interest in Susan begins in her ill-fated visit to Portsmouth to visit her family 
after a long period away at Mansfield Park. Susan is at first simply described as the elder of 
Fanny’s two living younger sisters, and “a well-grown fine girl of fourteen” (377). Fanny soon 
finds herself paying greater attention to this largely unknown sister, however; first, she speaks to 
their mother in “a fearless, self-defending tone, which startled Fanny…” (379) who is of course, 
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used to the politer rebellions of her cousins and her own meek silence. Soon after Susan proves 
herself to be active in attempting, albeit unsuccessfully, to bring some measure of gentility to the 
loud household. When she beings her sister tea after the long journey to Portsmouth, which 
ended in Fanny’s intense disappointment at the state of her family’s home, Fanny: 
… was very thankful. She could not but own that she should be very glad of a little tea, 
and Susan immediately set about making it, as if pleased to have the employment all to 
herself; and…acquitted herself very well. Fanny's spirit was as much refreshed as her 
body; her head and heart were soon the better for such well-timed kindness. Susan had an 
open, sensible countenance; she was like William, and Fanny hoped to find her like him 
in disposition and goodwill towards herself. (383-384) 
At this moment, Fanny, who does not feel much connection to any of her siblings other than the 
prized William, hopes to see Susan as a potential ally. Even more so, however, this is a moment 
of kin recognition in which Fanny connects to Susan through William – if there could be 
similarity between William and Susan, perhaps Fanny ought to treat Susan as she treats William, 
whose professional success she actively promotes (and eventually, through Henry, secures). 
Though Fanny is not consciously thinking of her siblings in such mercenary terms, this is 
nevertheless the first moment in which, like William, Susan shows the potential to be a 
worthwhile investment for Fanny’s attention and access to resources.  
 This potential is almost squandered, however, when Fanny recognizes that Susan’s 
temper is volatile. As Fanny is writing off her younger brothers, and the five-year-old Betsey as 
complete lost causes (“they were quite untamable by any means of address which she had spirits 
or time to attempt”), she also begins to question her earlier hopes for Susan:  
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…of Susan's temper she had many doubts. Her continual disagreements with her mother, 
her rash squabbles with Tom and Charles, and petulance with Betsey, were at least so 
distressing to Fanny that, though admitting they were by no means without provocation, 
she feared the disposition that could push them to such length must be far from amiable, 
and from affording any repose to herself. (391)  
Though momentarily struck by the family similarity between Susan and her beloved William, 
Fanny is brought low by the fact of difference between herself and her sister. Her ability to, even 
temporarily despair of Susan’s potential – along with her dismissal of her other siblings – 
demonstrates that, for Fanny, kin recognition is by no means automatic. She can and will ignore 
the biological pulls of siblinghood when those siblings do not live up to her standards.  
 Soon after her moment of doubt, however, Fanny’s opinion of Susan rises as she begins 
to get to know her better. “The first solid consolation which Fanny received for the evils of 
home, the first which her judgment could entirely approve, and which gave any promise of 
durability, was in a better knowledge of Susan, and a hope of being of service to her” (395). Her 
earlier concerns are put down to the fact that she and Susan possess different characters, but 
greater understanding allows her to see that difference as an asset. She begins to actively 
compare the younger girl to herself, and finds Susan coming out the stronger of the two sisters. 
“Susan was only acting on the same truths, and pursuing the same system, which her own 
judgment acknowledged, but which her more supine and yielding temper would have shrunk 
from asserting. Susan tried to be useful, where she could only have gone away and cried…” 
(395). Fanny has moved from recognition to disapprobation to some measure of admiration for 
her rougher younger sister. 
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 This development in attitude would mean little if Fanny were not willing to act on her 
new-found understanding. She does not merely quietly admire her sister’s gumption, but begins 
to work to help and improve Susan’s character, and, eventually, station in life. This begins in 
small ways, with Fanny resolving a dispute between Susan and Betsey, and then encouraging the 
former to more delicate behavior toward the rest of the family and higher education through 
daily reading direct by Fanny.  
Her greatest wonder on the subject soon became—not that Susan should have been 
provoked into disrespect and impatience against her better knowledge—but that so much 
better knowledge, so many good notions should have been hers at all; and that, brought 
up in the midst of negligence and error, she should have formed such proper opinions of 
what ought to be; she, who had had no cousin Edmund to direct her thoughts or fix her 
principles. (397-398)  
Once again, Fanny compares her situation, under the just direction of Edmund’s attention, to her 
sister’s more solitary upbringing, and comes away impressed with Susan’s inner capacities, 
developed without any mentorship. 
 During this time, the reader becomes aware that Susan longs for something beyond her 
narrow Portsmouth life: to follow her sister’s path toward relative comfort and refinement 
represented by Mansfield Park. Among lessons on literature and history, Susan and Fanny’s 
educational mornings also touch on: 
… description of the people, the manners, the amusements, the ways of Mansfield Park. 
Susan, who had an innate taste for the genteel and well-appointed, was eager to hear, and 
Fanny could not but indulge herself in dwelling on so beloved a theme. She hoped it was 
not wrong; though, after a time, Susan's very great admiration of everything said or done 
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in her uncle's house, and earnest longing to go into Northamptonshire, seemed almost to 
blame her for exciting feelings which could not be gratified. (419) 
Susan’s “innate taste” pulls her toward a family home she has never seen, only heard described 
by Fanny and referenced by her mother. Encouraged by Fanny’s nostalgia, she begins to see 
herself as more properly aligned with the Mansfield family than with her many Portsmouth 
siblings. She also perhaps begins to imagine a method for officially entering into the household – 
when news of Tom’s illness reaches Portsmouth, Fanny finds a sympathetic listener in Susan. 
“Susan was always ready to hear and to sympathise. Nobody else could be interested in so 
remote an evil as illness in a family above an hundred miles off” (428). In emphasizing the 
distance between the two cousins, the author perhaps wryly implies a reason for Susan’s 
surprising “interest.” Cousin Tom is a profligate son, but he is also the unmarried heir to the 
wealthier branch of the family’s estate, and his illness is just the thing to seem romantic to a 
dissatisfied teenager. The trepidation with which Fanny habitually treats Henry Crawford 
demonstrates that she at least is wary of a rake who claims to be reformed, but Susan may be 
more willing to accept such a transformation, especially if it came coupled with the opportunity 
for a better life.  
  Fanny of course cannot acknowledge her sister’s possible hidden desires (she barely 
acknowledges her own unspoken wants, after all), but this yearning in her sister nevertheless 
comes to fruition when Susan is included in Fanny’s summons back to Lady Bertram’s side 
following Maria’s flight with Henry Crawford and Julia’s elopement. Edmund simply writes 
“My father wishes you to invite Susan to go with you for a few months” (443), and the reader is 
left to fill in the blanks of how Sir Thomas would have known that Susan would be an asset to 
Fanny in her travels, or suited to life at Mansfield. One must conclude that Fanny writes of her 
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sister in her letters to Edmund, and that Edmund includes her observations about the girl’s 
potential in his reports to his father (who would, of course, be very interested to know if his 
lesson about Fanny’s place in the world were taking hold). There is very little other reason for 
Susan to be included in the invitation, other than Fanny’s good reports and perhaps even hints 
about the younger girl’s desire to know her cousins better; Edmund easily could fetch his cousin 
from Portsmouth to Mansfield alone with no breach of either propriety or comfort. From being 
the object of charity, therefore, Fanny has grown to be a patroness; she has, however indirectly, 
secured her sister a temporary place in the home she desires and a temporary respite from the 
chaos of Portsmouth.  
 When Susan enters the Mansfield home, she gives subtle indication that her stay may not 
be temporary with just how cannily she understands the relationships of those around and 
manages her own fears. She has some trepidation that “that all her best manners, all her lately 
acquired knowledge of what was practised here, was on the point of being called into action. 
Visions of good and ill breeding, of old vulgarisms and new gentilities, were before her; and she 
was meditating much upon silver forks, napkins, and finger-glasses” (446). Still, she acquits 
herself well with Lady Bertram and learns quickly to ignore Mrs. Norris’s agitation at her 
presence: “Susan… came perfectly aware that nothing but ill-humour was to be expected from 
aunt Norris; and was so provided with happiness, so strong in that best of blessings, an escape 
from many certain evils, that she could have stood against a great deal more indifference than 
she met with from the others” (449). In this moment Susan demonstrates a deeper understanding 
of, or at least healthier reaction toward, Mrs. Norris than Fanny has ever been able to muster. 
Susan realizes that Mrs. Norris is naturally unpleasant and that her unpleasantness was not 
personal or controllable, and so ignores her and enjoys her time at the estate. Fanny, on the other 
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hand, spent her time under Mrs. Norris’s judgmental gaze trying to make herself small enough to 
escape censure, only to find that that was not possible, and was not be able to disconnect 
another’s “ill-humour” from her own unworthiness, real or imagined. Susan’s greater strength of 
character, noted by her sister in their earlier interactions, allows her to be a happier guest and 
niece than Fanny has yet managed.  
 Susan’s success in integrating into the Mansfield family is confirmed in the closing 
paragraphs of the novel, which make official both the transfer of position between Fanny and 
Susan, and Susan’s superiority in fulfilling that position. When Fanny and Edmund desire to 
marry, the only thing holding them back is Lady Bertram’s insistence that she could not do 
without Fanny’s constant assistance. Thankfully, Susan, who never left after the proposed 
temporary stay, is available to fill the void: 
But it was possible to part with [Fanny], because Susan remained to supply her place. 
Susan became the stationary niece, delighted to be so; and equally well adapted for it by a 
readiness of mind, and an inclination for usefulness, as Fanny had been by sweetness of 
temper, and strong feelings of gratitude. Susan could never be spared. First as a comfort 
to Fanny, then as an auxiliary, and last as her substitute, she was established at Mansfield, 
with every appearance of equal permanency. Her more fearless disposition and happier 
nerves made everything easy to her there. With quickness in understanding the tempers of 
those she had to deal with, and no natural timidity to restrain any consequent wishes, she 
was soon welcome and useful to all; and after Fanny's removal succeeded so naturally to 
her influence over the hourly comfort of her aunt, as gradually to become, perhaps, the 
most beloved of the two. (472-473) 
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Fanny was never entirely comfortable in her position as her aunt’s helper. Granted, some of this 
was due to Maria and Julia’s constant mocking of her, Mrs. Norris’s unrelenting criticism, and 
her homesickness due to her child’s romanticized memories of life in Portsmouth. Susan does 
not have to contend with these since her unfriendly cousins have been expelled from the family 
nest, and their overly supportive aunt with them, and her greater worldliness keeps her from 
thinking of her former home with undeserved nostalgia. Some of Susan’s comfort, however, as 
the narrative states, simply comes down to her “fearless disposition and happier nerves.” Susan is 
enough like Fanny to slide seamlessly into her position, but enough unlike Fanny to occupy it 
more successfully. She is a better version of her sister – more fit to occupy her role in the 
Mansfield houseful – and her happy place by Lady Bertram’s side at the end of the novel 
demonstrates this.  
 This is not to say, however, that Susan’s ascendance is entirely due to her own inborn 
characteristics. The reader should not forget that it was Fanny who first recognized Susan’s 
potential, Fanny who shaped her education and her manners to ensure that she could socialize 
with a better class family, and Fanny who secured her sister the trip to Mansfield that allowed 
both that work and Susan’s greater potential to be seen by those with the power to help her sister 
escape Portsmouth. Susan’s temper may be her own, but her path is only possible because it was 
first cleared by her sister through Fanny’s own circumstances and then by her careful replication 
of those circumstances for Susan.  
The relationship between Fanny and Susan therefore represents a form of sideways 
descent; before Fanny has the opportunity to become a mother, she creates her own replacement 
– she reproduces herself – in the figure of Susan. Fanny’s manipulation of Susan’s situation 
could be viewed by those, like Auerbach, who are already predisposed to find her uncanny and 
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monstrous, as further evidence of her spooky control over those around her; not only do all her 
enemies vanish by the end of the novel, but her chosen friends within the family are rewarded 
with better lives and recognition of their superiority. In evolutionary terms, however, Fanny has 
control over kin recognition, not just for herself, but for the whole family, for the betterment of 
the entire family group. The above-quoted closing paragraph ends with noting that: 
In [Susans’] usefulness, in Fanny's excellence, in William's continued good conduct and 
rising fame, and in the general well-doing and success of the other members of the 
family, all assisting to advance each other, and doing credit to his countenance and aid, 
Sir Thomas saw repeated, and for ever repeated, reason to rejoice in what he had done for 
them all, and acknowledge the advantages of early hardship and discipline, and the 
consciousness of being born to struggle and endure. (473) 
Sir Thomas’s understanding of the value of those Fanny supports – and whose excellence he 
imagines as “repeated and for ever repeated” in coming generations – may not explicitly 
acknowledge Fanny’s role in bringing all of this comparative virtue to his notice, but the reader 
must recognize her pivotal part in the creation of this acknowledged family.102 Under Fanny’s 
example and direction, however passive and subtle, Sir Thomas replaces his own children with a 
superior set. 
If the closing paragraphs of the novel indicate just how successful Fanny has been in 
creating her own double in her sister and shaping the present Mansfield family circle, reader 
speculation may choose to continue the story in a way that extends Fanny’s influence to future 
generations. As indicated by her position as “stationary niece,” Susan treads the same path as her 
                                                     
102 Eileen Cleere’s ““Reinvesting Nieces: Mansfield Park and the Economics of Endogamy” explores the economic, 
as well as moral, “value” that Sir Thomas recognizes in Fanny, who “eventually represents savings to Sir Thomas; 
in a time of dwindled resources, of banished and devalued daughters and sisters, Fanny is the family member who 
finally cannot be thrown away” (115).  
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sister, but with important differences: after spending more of her lifetime in Portsmouth, Susan’s 
temperament is stronger, she is less of a pushover, and she does not fear her relatives as Fanny 
once did. She becomes the “most beloved of the two,” by her aunt Lady Bertram, who may have 
relied on Fanny, but rarely fully appreciated her. Given Susan’s abilities – recognized and 
supported by her sister – to be a better version of Fanny, it does not seem like too much of a leap 
to imagine her future following a similar, or perhaps even more fortunate, path to Fanny’s – 
namely, she will, after an appropriate amount of time, attract the attention of a wealthier cousin 
and become a daughter of the Mansfield family in law as well as sentiment. Importantly, the 
narrator imagines Susan’s establishment in the household as having “equal permanency” to 
Fanny’s, which is to say, it will not actually be permanent at all, but rather will end in a wedding 
at the appropriate age and to an appropriate gentleman. Since the Crawford siblings have so 
clearly demonstrated the dangers of romancing those outside of one’s intimate acquaintance, the 
most appropriate man available to Susan would be the still unmarried, and, following his illness 
and subsequent repentance, quite eligible, cousin Tom.103  
Tom’s single status at the end of the novel, when so much has been made of his 
significance as the heir to the estate, is a tantalizingly dangling thread that begs the reader to 
imagine how it might be resolved. Despite the difference in age, there are many things to 
recommend hypothetical match between Tom and Fanny’s younger sister. Not only would their 
cousin-marriage fulfill all the same benefits as Fanny’s and Edmund’s – as noted above, it would 
                                                     
103 Lest this proposed match, and the attendant interpretation based on its likelihood, appear as only the speculation 
of one reader, it must be noted that several popular continuations of the Mansfield Park story have included just this 
outcome. Even before the current explosion of Jane Austen sequels and re-imaginings, the 1930 novel Susan Price, 
or Resolution by Francis Brown (Austen’s great-grandniece by her brother Frank), one of the first continuations of 
Mansfield Park, resolves the story of the household by having Susan and Tom marry at the end. Joan Aiken’s 1985 
Mansfield Revisited and Victor Gordon’s 1989 Mrs. Rushworth imagine the same happy future for the cousins. 
Though these sequels may not be quite as popular as the many that imagine the sexual relationship between 
Elizabeth and Darcy, the persistence of this imagined outcome over several decades suggests a certain inevitability 
to the pairing.  
207 
 
allow the family to accept a known and valued quantity into the household, rather than a relative 
(no pun intended) stranger, and would give Susan the benefit of legally cementing her place 
within the household – but it also allows Susan’s story to follow its logical progression: She is 
Fanny, only better. Therefore, if the meek Fanny is able (eventually) to attract the younger, and 
therefore “lesser,” non-inheriting son of the household, surely Susan with her manifold charms, 
should have little trouble attracting Tom Bertram, the heir to the Mansfield estate (“cousins in 
love, and etc.,” in the words of Sir Thomas (6)). She would continue being the better version of 
Fanny in not only being accepted by the landed, wealthy family members, but by becoming one 
of them. Fanny’s future children with Edmund will be comfortable and secure in a way their 
mother was not, but Susan’s children with Tom will have the estate, the wealth, and title to 
ensure an evolutionary advantage far into the future. This means that Fanny has not only secured 
her own individual reproductive security through her marriage to Edmund, but has also secured 
the generational future of the most likely to prosper branch of her family by planting her sister 
within Mansfield Park. That she does this before she is certain of Edmund’s esteem and the 
likelihood of her own marriage indicates that she is not merely operating out of successful 
generosity, but is working toward multiple goals at one time. She has directed her energies, such 
as they are, not only to mate identification and selection, but also to sibling support and a broader 
conception of success for the family. 
In doing so, as Mary Jean Corbett has persuasively argued, Fanny heals the family breach 
that was first caused by the unequal marriages of the three Ward sisters. She also effects a shift 
in the family from an individualistic evolutionary strategy to a more diffuse and communal 
approach. The original three sisters made their matches with little attention to their siblings. 
Maria Ward – the eventual Lady Bertram – does startlingly well on the marriage market, but fails 
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to exert herself to spread her good fortune. Even though she “had two sisters to be benefited by 
her elevation; and such of their acquaintance as thought Miss Ward and Miss Frances quite as 
handsome as Miss Maria, did not scruple to predict their marrying with almost equal advantage” 
the other two Ward sisters make comparatively weak matches (1). The reader eventually 
understands that Lady Bertram is naturally indolent, and would be unlikely to expend energy for 
anyone; after all, she cannot prevent her daughters from heading toward personal and romantic 
ruin. How could she be expected to secure any sort of future for her sisters? Though the eldest 
Miss Ward, and the future Mrs. Norris, does eventually marry a man of her brother-in-law’s 
acquaintance, implying that she was able to benefit from her sister’s wider social circle, one gets 
the sense that this was more the effect of individual perseverance than Lady’s Bertram’s 
assistance. Without assistance or direction, the younger Miss Frances acts even more selfishly 
and marries unwisely “to disoblige her family” (3). Sir Thomas considers assisting the couple: 
“from a general wish of doing right, and a desire of seeing all that were connected with him in 
situations of respectability…but her husband's profession was such as no interest could reach” 
(4). He leaves Mr. Price to his own devices, and the more successful sisters condemn their 
impetuous sibling, casting her and her family from their acquaintance. The earlier generation is 
therefore marked by insufficient good intentions and a greater focus on individual desires than 
broader family success.  
Even when Mrs. Norris and the Bertrams agree to assist the Price family, they stop short 
of promoting true communal reproductive success, preferring to preserve the differences between 
the less and more successful branches of the family. Sir Thomas’s early fear of “cousins in love 
and etc.” (6) is a fear of pollution by a weaker family line, represented, of course, by Fanny. Mrs. 
Norris’s assurance that should they “breed her up with them from this time, and suppose her 
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even to have the beauty of an angel, and she will never be more to either than a sister” (7) is 
meant to cement these boundaries under the illusion of erasing them. Fanny is never treated as a 
true “sister” to her more privileged cousins; it is a sign of appropriate justice that this imposed 
distance perhaps becomes the very motivation for Fanny’s eventual complete acceptance as 
Edmund’s wife. 
In their marital successes, both realized by Austen, and that speculated by the reader, 
Susan and Fanny offer a do-over of the Ward sisters’ divisionary selfishness. Both sisters in 
effect replace members of the earlier generation. Fanny, as a comfortable cleric’s wife, becomes 
a kind and gentler Mrs. Norris, and Susan, as the hopeful mistress of Mansfield Park will become 
a livelier and more assertive Lady Bertram. Through their commitment to one another they 
signal that these successes will have a far-reaching impact on the character of the family and its 
extension through coming generations. In Fanny’s act of lateral descent, in her insistence on 
reproducing herself through her sister rather than only her potential children, both Price sisters 
have effected replication of their antecedents with important and beneficial variation. The future 
of the family is strong because of their attention to one another. 
The Price sisters’ mutual support is even more remarkable given the example of the 
novel’s other sister pair, Maria and Julia, who despite their many advantages fail entirely to 
recognize the importance of sisterly cooperation.104 Instead, they spend much of the novel 
competing with one another for the attentions of Henry Crawford. Maria, though she is engaged, 
                                                     
104 The Crawford siblings also represent an interesting counter-example to both Fanny and Susan’s cooperation and 
Maria and Julia’s competition. The brother and sister are certainly closer than Maria and Julia (so close that the 1999 
film adaptation of the novel depicted their relationship as borderline-incestuous), but they indulge each other instead 
of truly working together to advance the interests of the family. Mary, for example, attempts to increase Fanny’s 
opinion of her brother in the hopes that that two will marry, but entirely fails to condemn her brother’s elopement 
with Maria. Granted, their relationship has the additional complication of being a brother-sister relationship, in 
which Henry is automatically granted more power and choices than Mary is able to secure, but they still fail to 
demonstrate the same willingness to correct one another as to support one another. Only Fanny and Susan are able to 
strike that particular balance. 
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fumes to see, “Mr. Crawford and her sister sitting side by side, full of conversation and 
merriment; and to see only his expressive profile as he turned with a smile to Julia, or to catch 
the laugh of the other, was a perpetual source of irritation…” (81). Julia, similarly, seethes when 
the fickle Mr. Crawford chooses Maria for a walking partner during the rambles around 
Sotherton. Their competition ends when Mr. Crawford, tired of waiting for a reticent Fanny to 
return his affection, absconds with the now-married Maria, and Julia, not to be outdone, elopes 
with Mr. Yates. In failing to attend to or support each other, the Bertram sisters contribute to 
each other’s downfalls. Julia, angered by Maria’s flirtations with Mr. Crawford, is not present to 
warn her sister away from her affair, while Maria is too wrapped up in her marital misery and 
eventual adultery to caution Julia away from an unsuitable match. Were Maria and Julia to have 
maintained their comfortable places as daughters of Mansfield Park, their combative relationship 
would have repeated, and even exacerbated the previous generation’s habit of sisterly 
indifference; only Fanny and Susan’s replacement of their cousins allows the family to heal this 
prior mistake. 
Fanny’s focus on her sister and the impact she is able to have through her actions on 
Susan’s behalf also allow the reader to see Austen’s own subtle interest in futurity. The author 
has been repeatedly assumed to be telling only the most self-contained tales, beginning with 
romantic interest and ending, always with marriage. Critics have noted that she never fully 
narrates the marriages she arranges, instead giving the reader vague hints about how the future 
will unfold for her successful heroines. Most importantly, she never explicitly mentions children 
or mothering, even in these hints.105 This has led some critics to conclude that Jane Austen, 
                                                     
105 The closest Austen comes to mentioning a heroine’s future family is in Mansfield Park’s final lines, in which 
Edmund is giving the Mansfield living just when he and Fanny, “had been married long enough to begin to want an 
increase of income, and feel their distance from the paternal abode an inconvenience” (473). Presumably, their new 
desires are a result of an increased family size, but Austen seems far less interested in the details of Fanny and 
211 
 
burdened as she was by the management of an assortment of nieces and nephews, simply 
disliked most children.106 Others, such as D. W. Harding, have concluded that her fraught 
relationship with her own mother caused her to have ambivalent feelings about maternity, and 
would, perhaps, have made her reluctant to cast any of her beloved heroines in a maternal role.107 
Whatever the reason, Austen’s novels are sometimes seen as closed to further changes or plot 
after the longed-for marriage has been accomplished.  
Fanny’s setting up of Susan’s own potential marriage plot belies this assumption, 
however, and demonstrates that both she and her author are envisioning a tomorrow, indistinct 
though it may be.108 Like Charles Darwin, Austen cannot tell her readers exactly what the future 
will hold; they both only give a sense of time “repeated, and forever repeated.” Tomorrow in 
Mansfield Park will, however, be different because Fanny paid due attention to Susan and 
worked to ensure her and the family the best possible future. 
 
II. Tess of the D’Ubervilles: “all the best of me without the bad…” 
                                                     
Edmund’s children than she is in ensuring that her meek heroine is fully rewarded by property and economic 
security. The reader can be sure that Fanny’s family, however vaguely-described, will never outgrow its means. 
106 Specifically, David Grylls claims in Guardians and Angels: Parents and Children in Nineteenth-Century 
Literature that Austen’s “view of parent-child relations is profoundly pre-Romantic. She reveals in her fiction little 
belief in the wisdom or innocence of children and what she prizes most in young people is obedience and respect” 
(130). 
107 In “Regulated Hatred: An Aspect of the Work of Jane Austen,” Harding states that “the ideal mother is dead and 
can be adored without risk of disturbance; the living mother is completely destable and can be hated whole-heartedly 
without self-reproach.” One shudders to think of, for example, Emma pushed into either of those categories. 
108 Nor is this the only time that Austen nods toward the future through sisterly relationships. As mentioned in the 
previous chapter, Kitty’s inclusion in the Pemberley household at the end of Pride and Prejudice indicates the 
possibility for new and exciting plots for the least-interesting Bennet sister. Similarly, the conclusion of Sense and 
Sensibility includes the wry remark that, “…fortunately for Sir John and Mrs. Jennings, when Marianne was taken 
from them, Margaret had reached an age highly suitable for dancing, and not very ineligible for being supposed to 
have a lover” (380). This comment is of course explicitly addressing the Dashwoods’ neighbors’ insatiable desire for 
gossip, but it also serves to imply that the dramatic events of the novel may in some sense be replicated by Elinor 
and Marianne’s younger sister. 
212 
 
 While nineteenth-century readers and critics were appalled at the sympathy with which 
Thomas Hardy depicted a “fallen women,”109 more recent criticism has appreciated the artfulness 
of the novel’s depiction of a victim of sexual violence. Still, there are those who have their 
qualms about Hardy’s text; the ending, in which Tess is executed for the crime of murdering her 
rapist, Alec, is both tragic and troubling, and not only because of Tess’s death. In a surprising 
moment before her execution, she requests that her husband, the only-recently repentant Angel 
Clare, marry her younger sister, Liza-Lu, after Tess is gone. In a rare act of pleading, Tess cries, 
“I wish you would marry her if you lose me, as you will do shortly. O, if you would!” (489). 
Angel is surprised and reluctant, but, ultimately, the text implies, willing to follow Tess’s wishes, 
a decision that is both sudden and unsettling. 
 Granted, the proposed exchange of one sister for another would have evoked the 
Deceased Wife’s Sister Bill controversy for Hardy’s contemporaries, and thus, would have given 
them a framework through which to view this unlikely match. The unpopular bill, which made it 
illegal on the basis of incest for a widower to marry his dead wife’s sister, is alluded to by Tess 
when she dismisses Angel’s initial qualm about her plan (“And she is my sister-in-law.") with 
"That's nothing, dearest. People marry sister-laws continually about Marlott…” (485). Even 
those readers who would recognize Tess’s words as supporting the overturn of the bill, however, 
would have been unsettled by the ways in which Tess’s insistence on the marriage did not quite 
fit the appropriate sympathetic narrative of the lonely widower marrying his sister-in-law. As 
Elizabeth Grunner notes in her article “Born and Made: Sisters, Brothers, and the Deceased 
                                                     
109 In the “Author’s Preface to the Fifth and Later Editions” Hardy takes on these critics, whom he sees as objecting 
because “the great campaign of the heroine begins after an event in her experience which has usually been treated as 
fatal to her part of protagonist, or at least as the virtual ending of her enterprises and hopes” (37). He is dismissive of 
their presumptions of morality and spends several pages highlighting and dismantling their most pernicious attacks 
on the novel. Even though he later admits that this was a reaction of sensitivity, written when their critiques were 
still “fresh to the feelings,” he includes the preface in all editions printed after 1892.  
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Wife’s Sister Bill,”  “…the most common argument for altering the law [argued that a] sister-in-
law…will make the best stepmother for her dead sister’s children” (434). Proponents of changing 
the law also argued that a sister-in-law would be a natural companion for a grieving widower 
because the two would have already developed a safe, domestic relationship with one another 
during the first marriage. Angel and Tess, however, produce no children, nor has he spent any 
time with Liza-Lu building a family connection. Tess’s plan would have been therefore both 
familiar and strange to readers of Hardy’s time, eliciting discomfort rather than satisfaction with 
the resolution.     
Since the novel’s publication, reasons to feel unsettled by its ending have only increased; 
central among them is the uneasy feeling that Angel and Liza-Lu’s marriage would make Tess 
replaceable to a man who ought to see her as singular. Felicia Bonaparte captures the frustration 
that this plot point evokes in her 1999 article “The Deadly Misreading of Mythic Texts: Thomas 
Hardy’s ‘Tess of the D’Urbervilles.’” She writes that Hardy seems to be reaching for a 
metaphorical resurrection of through her sister’s implied future marriage to Angel: 
But something is very wrong with this picture. The fact is that Liza-Lu is not Tess. 
…Tess is dead and nothing can change that. She will never live again. Young women die 
and are not reborn because their widowers marry their sisters. For Angel therefore to 
walk away hand in hand with Liza-Lu seems not a mythic fulfillment at all but more of 
that callous moral blindness that brought about the entire tragedy...  
Bonaparte sees the reader’s frustration as deliberate on Hardy’s part. The world conspired to 
destroy Tess; that her husband would so easily replace her is simply a continuation of the forces 
that led to the violence and misery that have marked her tale from the beginning. Other critics 
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focus on Angel’s acceptance of Liza-Lu as a signal of his ultimate unsuitability as a lover and a 
husband.110 Neither he nor the world values Tess as she should be valued.   
Whether focusing on the failures of Angel or of society, critics very rarely consider that 
Liza-Lu’s “replacement” of Tess may be appropriate or satisfying, either for the reader or for 
Tess herself. One of its few defenders is John Glendening, who comes close to a redemptive 
reading of Tess’s request and its fulfillment in his 2007 book, The Entangled Bank: Evolutionary 
Imagination in Late-Victorian Novels. He argues that “Despite his skepticism about the 
likelihood of long-term individual happiness, in Hardy’s vision the life force continues to flow, 
finding new avenues for expression and continually reasserting itself despite the setbacks and 
destruction which beset individuals” (78). Even this reading, however, sees optimism only in the 
general sense of Hardy’s vision for a fertile world, rather than specifically in Tess’s actions – life 
as a whole continues when Tess will not. Many readers will find this cold comfort as the beloved 
character goes to her execution, feeling that perhaps it would be better if some form of life 
stopped, if only for a moment, when Tess’s life did. 
While this feeling of disappointment is certainly understandable, if readers were to view 
Tess’s desire to have Angel marry her younger sister within a broad evolutionary context, rather 
than just a narrative framework, her actions become much more interesting, and, ultimately, 
empowering. In asking Angel to marry Liza-Lu, this dying woman is actively working to ensure 
a future for her chosen family line in the only way available to her. This level of agency is 
especially important for Tess because the more traditional path toward genetic futurity – 
                                                     
110 Among the texts that focus on the lack of catharsis offered by the ending are the aforementioned Bonaparte piece 
and Linda Shires “The Radical Aesthetic of Tess of the D’Urbervilles.” Critics who are especially hard on Angel 
Clare for many reasons, including his implied marriage to Liza-Lu include Albert Guerard in Thomas Hardy, 




motherhood – was thrust upon her without her consent as the result of rape (and was, ultimately, 
unsuccessful as the child died in infancy). Seeing her final request to Angel as an important act 
of power for a character who is afforded so little by the rest of her narrative gives the novel and 
its ending a sense of closure and hope they would otherwise lack. As Glendening says, life will 
go on, but, more importantly, life will go on differently than before because of Tess’s request 
and Angel’s willingness to honor it. This section seeks to explore the relationship between Tess 
and Liza-Lu, focusing on the lateral rather than vertical line of “descent” that characterizes their 
interactions, including Tess’s wish for her younger sister to marry her husband.   
 Any evolutionary reading of Hardy must acknowledge the well-documented fact that 
Hardy himself was consumed by the implications of evolutionary theory. Unlike Austen, Hardy 
was deliberately and actively responding to a great debate of time by testing out the theories of 
Darwin and others in his fiction.111 There is also a vast body of criticism that has addressed the 
plethora of moments in his fiction that reflect evolutionary themes and anxieties, including 
Hardy’s specific preoccupation with the apparent inevitability and lack of individual agency 
represented by the laws of inheritance.112 What is missing from this body of criticism, however, 
is a broader understanding of what inheritance might mean to include intra-generational relations 
and repetitions between sisters like Tess and Liza-Lu. Once Liza-Lu is viewed as Tess’s chosen 
“descendant,” her implied marriage to Angel can no longer be viewed as his failure to honor his 
                                                     
111 Hardy includes Darwin, and other evolutionary theorists like Spencer and Huxley, on a list of thinkers whose 
work most influenced his own. He also claims to have been “among the earliest acclaimers of The Origin of 
Species” and to have attended Darwin’s funeral in 1882 out of deep respect for his ideas (qtd in Levine “Hardy and 
Darwin…” 36). 
112 For example, Elliot B. Gose, Peter Morton, Roger Robinson, Gillian Beer, Roger Ebbatson, James Krasner, and 
Jed Mayer (just to name a few) have all analyzed Hardy’s novels within evolutionary terms, many, if not most of 
them including sections on Hardy’s concerns over inheritance and fate.  
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dead wife, or society’s indifference to Tess’s individuality; rather, it becomes an expression of 
biological optimism, rooted in evolutionary forces. 
*** 
 Nestled among the more dramatic moments of desire, rape, violence, and betrayal that 
comprise most of Tess of the D’Urbervilles is a small thread, not even enough to be called a sub-
plot, that traces Tess’s loyalty and commitment to her younger siblings, in particular her oldest 
sister, Liza-Lu. Tess’s characterization as a victim of men and an object of longing may often 
overshadow her identity as an older sister invested in the futures of those who came after her, but 
only in understanding this subtly-depicted role can the reader completely understand Tess’s 
choices and the multi-directional pull of biological forces that compels them. 
From the beginning, the novel tells us that Tess’s generous feelings toward any of her 
siblings, let along Liza Lu in particular, should not be seen as automatic. In fact, when Tess grew 
into adolescence, “…and began to see how matters stood, she felt quite a Malthusian towards her 
mother for thoughtlessly giving her so many little sisters and brothers…” (76). Habitual readers 
of Hardy know to pay attention to older siblings who resent the economic pressures of large 
families – he takes this impulse to a grotesque conclusion with young Father Time’s murder of 
his siblings and suicide in Jude the Obscure. That child’s reasoning, “because we are too 
menny,” is a direct reflection of Malthus’s view of the world, in which reproduction will always 
outstrip resources and life is defined by scarcity.113 Tess does not, however, possess Father 
Time’s homicidal tendencies. Instead, Tess’s being a “Malthusian” for even a brief moment in 
                                                     
113 Thomas Malthus’s An Essay on the Principle of Population is full of pessimistic pronouncements about the 
inevitability of population outstripping the available resources. For example: “Population, when unchecked, 
increases in a geometrical ratio, Subsistence, increases only in an arithmetical ratio.” Similarly: “The power of 
population is so superior to the power in the earth to produce subsistence for man, that premature death must in 
some shape or other visit the human race.”  
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her young adulthood means she is able to understand that there are competitive forces at work, 
even within the family. Though her brief period of selfishness may not square with the mature 
Tess’s more generous tendencies, her moment of doubt as to the wisdom of her parents’ lack of 
family planning means that she is aware of the precariousness of her family’s biological future. 
The quick reversal of her resentment as she “became humanely beneficent towards the small 
ones” (76) signals that she sees these younger siblings as potential investments rather than 
competitors. If the family is to continue, she must help the small children, rather than scrabble 
with them over resources, to maximize the chances that the family will survive another 
generation. Through this realization, Tess is enacting the transition from an individualistic, 
pessimistic view of “survival of the fittest” to a broader, more cooperative definition of 
evolutionary success for the family.   
 Of course, there are signs that the future of Tess’s family has already been determined, 
without her input. In the first conversation of the novel, the parson informs Jack Durbeyfield that 
he is “the lineal representative of the ancient and knightly family of the d'Urbervilles, who derive 
their descent from Sir Pagan d'Urberville, that renowned knight who came from Normandy with 
William the Conqueror…” (43-44). His good news, however, comes with the immediate damper 
that the D’Urbervilles are “…extinct—as a county family…what the mendacious family 
chronicles call extinct in the male line—that is, gone down—gone under” (45). The reader 
assumes this familial extinction indicates that the high-class aspirations of Jack Durbeyfield will 
be unsuccessful (which the narrative itself bears out to an extreme degree). What may be missed 
about this conversation, however, is the specific caveat that the family is extinct “in the male 
line.” The male line is, of course, all that would matter to the parson, or anyone tracing the path 
of formerly significant country families – both the name and the property attached to it would 
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descend primarily if not entirely through the male line of the family. Those considering that 
larger biological impact of a kin group, however, would be just as invested in the more hidden 
female members of the clan. Readers could consider this conversation both as foreshadowing the 
tragic consequences of Tess’s father’s family pride, and as a hint that though the male line of the 
family is extinct, the female line may yet have some vitality and some impact on the future. 
 That vitality is most clearly represented through Tess herself. Hardy’s descriptions of 
Tess mark her as particularly beautiful and “fit” in both a physical and evolutionary sense – she 
is strong enough to work in the fields and the dairy, as well as beautiful enough to (ideally) 
attract a worthy partner. Her attractiveness may mark her as prey for the likes of Alec 
D’Urbervilles (unwilling though he claims to be to play predator: “I was firm as a man could be 
till I saw those eyes and that mouth again…You temptress, Tess; you dear damned witch of 
Babylon” (402)), but it also marks her as a specimen who ought to be reproductively successful. 
She stands in contrast to her degenerate cousin, who has “an almost swarthy complexion, with 
full lips, badly moulded, though red and smooth, above which was a well-groomed black 
moustache with curled points…” suggesting both troubling racialization and a decedent 
foppishness (79). In nineteenth-century biology, a woman’s beauty in particular was considered 
the fundamental indicator of her fitness as a mate.114 The most beautiful women, as the reader is 
often told Tess is, should expect to have the best chance of creating descendants.  
                                                     
114 Darwin’s depiction of sexual selection in humans in The Descent of Man gave female beauty utility, rather than 
simply aesthetic value, as the primary way that women attempted to attract desirable men: “Women are everywhere 
conscious of the value of their own beauty; and when they have the means, they take more delight in decorating 
themselves with all sorts of ornaments than do men. They borrow the plumes of male birds, with which nature has 
decked this sex, in order to charm the females. As women have long been selected for beauty, it is not surprising that 
some of their successive variations should have been transmitted exclusively to the same sex; consequently that they 
should have transmitted beauty in a somewhat higher degree to their female than to their male offspring, and thus 
have become more beautiful, according to general opinion, than men” (665-666). Darwin grants superior intellect, 
strength, and creativity to men, but women’s beauty is a powerful factor in selection; the most attractive should be 
the most sexually successful.  
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Hardy complicates this assumption somewhat when he reveals that Tess’s beauty comes 
from her mother’s side. Her mother comes from a poor family without the noble history of 
Tess’s father. She is reproductively successful in a sense – she certainly has many children – but 
the reader is also told that she is perhaps not the type of woman who should have so many. What 
she possesses in beauty, she lacks in intellect and foresight. “Her mother’s intelligence was that 
of a happy child.” (76). That Tess mirrors her mother physically is important, but what is equally 
important is that she has a seriousness about her that her mother completely lacks. Where it 
comes from is unclear, but perhaps Tess’s inner character is a signal of reemerging noble traits 
within the family line. Unlike Alec and his mother, who merely pretend to have high ancestry, 
Tess actually possesses D’Urbervilles blood. The novel is ambivalent about its value, but Tess’s 
mother’s childlike qualities had to have been mixed with something to result in a daughter as 
complex as Tess. The combination of family lines makes her both a heroine the reader loves, and 
the individual the reader wishes to influence the next generation.  
The birth of Tess’s child – conceived through rape by her false “cousin” Alec 
D’Urbervilles – calls into question whether Tess will be able to successfully extend her 
culmination of family traits into the future. The child – a boy – lives only long enough to make 
clear to the villagers that Tess has been “ruined” and for Tess to form a tragic emotional 
attachment to him. He can hardly be the reproductive success that Tess’s fitness would seem to 
foreshadow. Still, she tries to mold her child the best that she can, even in the short time they 
have together. When it becomes clear that the infant will not live, Tess baptizes him – a 
rebellious act for anyone not a priest, let alone a woman. “‘Sorrow, I baptize thee’…Then their 
sister, with much augmented confidence in the efficacy of this sacrament, poured forth from the 
bottom of her heart the thanksgiving that follows, uttering it boldly and triumphantly…” (145). 
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After he dies, Tess begs the Vicar to allow her son a Christian burial, which he refuses to do both 
because of the unorthodox baptism and the child’s origins, but he tells her: “It will be just the 
same” (147). Tess’s work for her child’s salvation is the action of a young woman overcome by 
circumstances outside of her control, and a mother determined to ensure some part of her child’s 
future – if not in this world, then in the next. Heavenly children may not be able to add to the 
family line, but, to Tess, Sorrow’s death is softened knowing that she will encounter him again.  
 Without her child, and with no hope that she might have another one, Tess returns to her 
siblings as outlets for her benevolence. The next generation seems lost to her, and so she invests 
in the success of those within her generation by helping around the home and “making clothes 
for her sisters and brothers out of some finery which d’Urbervilles had given her…” (149). Her 
particular target for her generous acts eventually emerges as her younger sister, Eliza-Louisa, 
called Liza-Lu. At first, there is little that distinguishes this younger sister from the rest of the 
Durbeyfield pack. She is described only by her initial age, “twelve and a half,” and the fact that 
she is the next in seniority to Tess, “the two who had filled the gap having died in their infancy” 
(61). She and the nine-year-old Abraham are the only other children who help Tess with the 
household chores, the others being still too young. From this humble first mention, however, 
Liza-Lu will come to be the focus of Tess’s biological imperative to influence future generations 
and will implicitly reproduce a more successful version of her sister’s narrative.    
After this first small mention, Liza-Lu next appears in the novel after Tess has returned 
from Trantridge and given birth to her ill-fated son. She appears as one of a group of children 
bringing lunch to the field workers, though she also has the particular responsibility of carrying 
Tess’s infant son for his mother to nurse. Liza-Lu seems awkwardly suited to the task: “The 
eldest of the comers, a girl who wore a triangular shawl, its corner dragging on the stubble, 
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carried in her arms what at first sight seemed to be a doll, but proved to be an infant in long 
clothes” (139). Liza-Lu is both physically burdened by the child, unable to handle both the shawl 
and the baby gracefully, and not yet mature enough for watchers to be certain her bundle is not 
merely a child’s toy. Her lack of maturity is emphasized once again when she is relieved of the 
child by his mother. “As soon as her lunch was spread, she called up the big girl her sister, and 
took the baby off her, who, glad to be relieved of her burden, went away to the next shock and 
joined the other children playing there” (139-140). Hardy emphasizes Tess’s youth repeatedly 
throughout this section – he calls her a “girl-mother” only a few pages later – as a way to make 
his reader feel how deeply she has been victimized by Alec and the judgement of her neighbors; 
in showing Liza-Lu as also straddling the line between playing child and responsible aunt, the 
text draws an implicit connection between the two sisters, though the two’s relationship is not 
given much textual space. Liza-Lu may be able to put off the burden of her unwanted nephew in 
a way his mother never could, but she is still, if only temporarily, responsible for him. Tess may 
not yet have identified Liza-Lu as a kindred spirit, but the text is preparing the reader to view the 
two sisters as each other’s doubles, negotiating similar tensions on their paths to maturity, if in 
vastly different circumstances. 
 Their sisterly relationship does not develop further until after Tess spends her time at 
Talbothays and is both romanced and disappointed by Angel Clare. She ends up performing hard 
agricultural work at the distant farm of Flintcombe-Ash. When Liza-Lu appears at the end of 
Tess’s term there to inform her that their mother is ailing and Tess must return home, it has been 
long enough that Tess does not, at first, recognize her. “Through the doorway she saw against the 
declining light a figure with the height of a woman and the breadth of a child, a tall, thin, girlish 
creature whom she did not recognize in the twilight…” (425). Liza-Lu’s physical appearance 
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now makes evident her approaching transition into womanhood, disorienting both Tess and, 
apparently, Liza-Lu herself. “Her sister, whom a little over a year ago she had left at home as a 
child, had sprung up by a sudden shoot to a form of this presentation, of which as yet Lu seemed 
herself scarce able to understand the meaning” (425). This change, and the unspoken “meaning” 
of it, strikes Tess so deeply because she understands what a treacherous time the moment in 
between girlhood and womanhood can be. Importantly, Liza-Lu is now at least sixteen years old 
(which the reader can guess because Tess’s age at Talbothays is given as twenty and there are 
four years between the sisters) – the same age that Tess was at the beginning of the novel. Tess 
therefore must confront, as the reader began to understand with Liza-Lu’s duties earlier in the 
text, that her younger sister must tread a similar dangerous path toward womanhood as she 
herself did in adolescence.  
Perhaps because of this awareness, or perhaps simply because of their closeness in age 
relative to Tess’s other siblings, the two sisters are often paired together after this point. They 
take on similar responsibilities in the home while Tess’s mother recovers and her father declines, 
including tending the family garden and watching the younger children. Liza-Lu also comes into 
slightly sharper focus as a character during this time. Tess’s oldest brother, Abraham, is the only 
other sibling to be granted a name, but even he is given comparatively little narrative space and 
no dialogue in this section, while Liza-Lu is the one to deliver the message of their mother’s 
illness and, eventually, the facts of their father’s death. The last she does in a clear, factual tone, 
even though she had been “a-crying” according to their other sister: “He dropped down just now, 
and the doctor who was there for mother said there was no chance for him because his heart was 
growed in” (433). This straightforward report through grief contrasts with the unregulated 
emotions of the rest of the family, and indicates further that young Liza-Lu is maturing 
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emotionally as well as physically. Tess can trust her to give her the truth of the matter, just as 
their mother could trust her to fetch Tess and to take care of domestic chores. In the absence of 
Tess, Liza-Lu has learned to fill Tess’s former role as the serious and thoughtful daughter.  
Liza-Lu is therefore primed through her similarity to her older sister to be the recipient of 
Tess’s evolutionary energies; first, however, Tess refocuses her attentions on her sibling group as 
a whole. At the family’s lowest point – kicked out of their home following their father’s death – 
Tess recommits to her siblings through her willingness to accept help from her rapist, Alec 
D’Ubervilles. Alec comes to realize that her fears for her brothers and sisters represent a 
potential point of vulnerability, and follows her family through their trials, offering help at the 
cost of reclaiming Tess as his own.  
‘About the children - your brothers and sisters,’ he resumed, ‘I’ve been thinking of them.’ 
Tess’s heart quivered – he was touching her in a weak place. He had divined her chief 
anxiety. Since returning home her soul had gone out to those children with an affection 
that was passionate (432).  
This “weak place” eventually ruins her – she accepts Alec’s financial help for her family and, in 
return, lives with him as his wife. Because of her passionate affection for her siblings, she is with 
him when Angel finally returns, and the resulting turmoil eventually leads to her murdering Alec 
and being executed. There are other factors at play, of course, including her loss of faith in Angel 
and Alec’s repeated and incorrect assertions that her husband will never return for her, but her 
love for her younger siblings is the motivating force in Tess’s accepting a situation that will lead 
to her downfall and then death. Her sisterly love is therefore a powerful and dangerous force, 
able to overcome Tess’s moral qualms to ensure a future for her sisters and brothers. 
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Tess’s reluctant acceptance of Alec’s “protection,” even given all of the mitigating 
circumstances, is especially notable because she refuses to appeal to him for help during an 
equally fraught time in her life: when she realizes she is pregnant with his child. She accepted the 
shame of her unwed pregnancy the subsequent social consequences rather than communicate 
with Alec, or, as her mother suggests, push him to marry her. “Hate him she did not quite; but he 
was dust and ashes to her, and even for her name’s sake she scarcely wished to marry him” 
(130). Her position remains unchanged once her son is born; she would rather the boy be a well-
known bastard than secure the hasty marriage that would lend an appearance of legitimacy to his 
birth. Nor does his sickness change her mind; the infant’s death is treated as an inevitability by 
his mother, who does not consider appealing to his father’s superior resources to care for him. 
True, she is more concerned with his immortal soul than his suffering body, but her supposedly 
fundamental maternal instincts do not allow her to bend to contact a man she despises. Even 
Alec is shocked by her stubbornness: “D’Urbervilles was struck mute. ‘I knew nothing of this till 
now!’ he next murmured. ‘Why didn’t you write to me when you felt your trouble coming on?’” 
(389). Tess’s silence in response to this question communicates that she was too proud to accept 
help from the man who caused her “trouble” in the first place, no matter what the consequences 
to her child, and that she refuses to see him as a father to her child, even as he may become a 
potential brother to her siblings.  
The fact that appealing to her feelings as a sister, rather than to those of a mother, were 
successful in bringing about Tess and Alec’s tragic reunion indicates that the world of the novel, 
with all of its attention to biological forces, both evolutionary and not, endorses the strength of 
non-maternal familial ties. Maternal instincts, on the other hand, are shown to be susceptible to 
complication by circumstance rather than simple and natural; a mother might have fraught 
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feelings – both positive and negative – about a child who is the product of an assault, while her 
ties to her younger siblings may remain unsullied by situation. Tess does not go so far as to feel 
hatred toward young, doomed infant Sorrow, but her willingness to compromise herself for him 
only goes so far. Her brothers and sisters, in contrast, exercise a consistent pull on her affections 
once she reaches maturity; despite her earlier “Malthusian” feelings, her concern for them does 
not waver, even when it requires what she least desires.  
This idea that Tess’s sororal identify is what most defines her is emphatically reasserted 
at the end of the novel through her concern for Liza-Lu’s future. Presumably, at this point, she 
realizes that she has failed in her desire to protect her family; by murdering Alec, she has robbed 
them of the financial support she had been so eager to secure. Their future is as uncertain as hers 
is limited. Given this, she makes one more, hopeful plea to Angel to provide, if not for her whole 
family, at least for her one, closest younger sister. When she and Angel reach the end of their 
flight from justice at Stonehenge, they have a conversation in which Tess expresses her hopes for 
the future, all of which center on her sister. She muses, “It seems as if there were no folk in the 
world but we two; and I wish there were not – except Liza-Lu” (485). It may seem harsh that she 
has exiled her mother and her other siblings from her ideal world, but at this point, Tess 
understands that she does not have long to live. She demonstrated her acceptance of her fate by 
refusing to flee very far, choosing instead to remain close to the site of her crime for days at 
time. As her death approaches, she concentrates only on the most important parts of her life: her 
husband and her sister. She simply does not have the energy to expand her scope. Instead, she 




This leads her to the plan that has offended so many readers: she wants Angel to marry 
Liza-Lu after her death, so that her sister might take her place in a future that circumstances 
dictate she herself will not see. 
"Angel, if anything happens to me, will you watch over 'Liza-Lu for my sake?" she 
asked, when they had listened a long time to the wind among the pillars. 
"I will." 
"She is so good and simple and pure. O, Angel—I wish you would marry her if you lose 
me, as you will do shortly. O, if you would!" 
"If I lose you I lose all! And she is my sister-in-law."  
“That's nothing, dearest. People marry sister-laws continually about Marlott. 'Liza-Lu is 
so gentle and sweet, and she is growing so beautiful. O, I could share you with her 
willingly when we are spirits! If you would train her and teach her, Angel, and bring her 
up for your own self! … She had all the best of me without the bad of me; and if she were 
to become yours it would almost seem as if death had not divided us… Well, I have said 
it. I won't mention it again." (485) 
Tess’s pitch is obviously designed to appeal to Angel’s sense of mercy, as well as, more subtly 
his sense of vanity. Tess knows from experience how much Angel likes to play the teacher with 
the women he loves, and so she emphasizes Liza-Lu’s ability to be trained and taught, just as she 
was once trained and taught to follow Angel’s ideas. Focusing on Liza-Lu’s gentleness and 
sweetness also recalls what first attracted Angel to Tess – he believed her to be a “fresh and 
virginal daughter of Nature” (176). She failed to live up to those standards but, she implies, Liza-
Lu will not.  
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 Tess’s quick dismissal of Angel’s qualms about the above mention Deceased Wife’s 
Sister Bill also indicate that she sees herself as emphasizing a rightness that supersedes mere 
legality.  Throughout the text, the narrator has performed a similar rhetorical move, of dividing 
the laws of society and the laws of nature, always claiming that society cannot encompass all that 
is natural, even as it fights against the more powerful nature. Examples of this include Sorrow’s 
birth, which is a result of “shameless Nature, who respects not the social law” (146), Tess and 
Angel’s courtship, during which Angel sees Tess as the daughter of nature and she imagines that 
he might accept her past due to what the narrator calls “the vulpine slyness of Dame Nature” 
(314), and, finally, Tess’s “condemnation under an arbitrary law of society which had no 
foundation in Nature” (353). In all cases Tess is on the side of or within the thrall of 
anthropomorphized Nature, while society’s laws work against her. When she argues that the law 
does not matter, therefore, she can be read as taking a position on the side of Nature. And what 
could be more natural than evolution’s inviolable laws? It is natural for Tess to follow her 
biological impulse to provide the best future for her sister, as uncomfortable as many readers are 
with the idea. The social mores of consanguinity laws have no chance against Tess’s strong 
sororal instincts. 
 Tess’s assertion that Liza-Lu is “all the best of me without the bad of me” not only 
reiterates that Liza-Lu has not “fallen” as Tess did through her involvement with Alec, but also 
echoes Fanny Price’s realization that Susan may have the better temperament of the two sisters. 
Just as Fanny places her sister in the position to make a marriage similar to, but economically 
and socially better than, Fanny’s own, Tess positions her sister to recreate her own marriage, but 
in significantly better circumstances. While the more expected biological impulse is to attempt to 
achieve a better life for one’s offspring, both sisters instead strive for repetition with variation 
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through their younger siblings. In doing so, Fanny changes the character of the estate, and Tess 
ensures the continuation of the best part of her faded, but noble family line. Tess’s desire to have 
Angel marry her sister is therefore the opposite of self-sacrificing; she is not just trying to secure 
Angel’s or her sister’s happiness, but also ensuring that a piece of herself will extend beyond her 
tragically-limited lifespan. 
 Angel may feebly protest Tess’s plan in the moment, but there are indications that he 
takes her desires to heart and marries young Liza-Lu. The two are the only family to attend 
Tess’s execution, and they are portrayed as a united pair: 
One of the pair was Angel Clare, the other a tall budding creature—half girl, half 
woman—a spiritualized image of Tess, slighter than she, but with the same beautiful 
eyes—Clare's sister-in-law, 'Liza-Lu. Their pale faces seemed to have shrunk to half their 
natural size. They moved on hand in hand, and never spoke a word. (488) 
The narrator stresses Liza-Lu’s similarities with Tess, so that she twins her doomed sister in the 
moment. She is a “spiritualized image” of Tess with a thinner, less womanly figure – and 
therefore perhaps less susceptible to the physical attention and violence so frequently visited 
upon her sister – but they have the same eyes. The narrator stresses the non-material connection 
between the two sisters, which has the effect of subtly endorsing the match between Liza-Lu and 
Angel. If she were merely the physical image of her sister, the reader would feel the shallowness 
of Angel’s exchanging one young, beautiful girl for another. Because Liza-Lu possesses some of 
her sister’s inner qualities, however, Angel’s connection with her can be viewed as less sexual, 
and more spiritual. His desire to have a partner who not only looks like his soon-to-be-late wife, 
but who resembles her in character indicates that he values Tess’s character at last, that she was 
not merely an image of untouched virginity, but an individual worthy of connection.  
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Angel’s walking with Liza-Lu “hand in hand” indicates not only comfort in a moment of 
trial, but also intimacy and support. After the execution, they maintain this physical connection: 
“The two speechless gazers bent themselves down to the earth, as if in prayer, and remained thus 
a long time, absolutely motionless: the flag continued to wave silently. As soon as they had 
strength, they arose, joined hands again, and went on” (489).115 On to where is unclear, but 
insofar as the reader can imagine a future for these two characters, their future is connected. This 
small community of two may seem small consolation in the face of so much tragedy, but it is the 
only community that survives the text, and it is one entirely manufactured by Tess’s actions. She 
loses her life, but gains agency through the fulfillment of her last wishes and as a powerful 
shaper of her family’s evolutionary future.  
 
III. Conclusion: Sisters before Misters 
Tess’s lack of reproductive success and early death are tragic, but, ultimately, not an 
indicator of total generational failure. Meanwhile, Fanny’s passivity in her relationship with 
Edmund belies her activity in her mentorship of Susan and her impact on the larger family line. 
Lateral descent may not be the focus of either novel’s plot, or even acknowledged by their 
authors, but its presence in both texts indicates that Austen and Hardy understood the undeniable 
pull of sibling relations. Tess and Fanny both manage to create a measure of power for 
themselves through cultivating and strengthening ties to their younger sisters, and creating new, 
hopefully more successful generations.  
                                                     
115 As many critics, including Felicia Bonaparte in her aforementioned article, have pointed out, their being hand in 
hand at this moment also recalls Adam and Eve leaving the Garden of Eden in Paradise Lost. This mirroring, 
coupled with the Edenic imagery throughout Tess and Angel’s courtship, suggests that Liza-Lu has replaced Tess as 
a new Eve for Angel’s Adam. 
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Lateral descent’s granting of familial control to older sisters also serves as a subversion 
of the nineteenth-century political and economic structures of patrilineage, in which fathers and 
elder sons maintain control over the family’s resources and future. Lateral descent between 
sisters (who, as the previous chapter explores, are often seen as a burden on their families since 
they can neither work, nor, in many cases, inherit) particularly represents a narrative of 
resistance within this political system. Tess and Fanny do not question their male relatives’ rights 
to control the family estate or wealth (such as it is), instead they make space for themselves to 
exert influence in a necessarily limited sphere.  
That both heroines reach for the possibilities represented by lateral descent when they 
have especially limited personal power, however, should not be ignored; Fanny is facing exile to 
Portsmouth because of her uncle’s anger over her refusal to marry Henry Crawford, while Tess is 
facing execution for murdering her rapist. Both women, in other words, are subject to male 
control over their reproductive bodies, albeit in vastly different circumstances. While it is 
possible to read their situations as indicating that lateral descent is a last, desperate option, taken 
only by those who believe the more traditional route of familial influence – reproduction – is in 
doubt, and is therefore “lesser” than reproductive drives, I suggest instead that its emergence in 
such limited circumstances highlights both the innate naturalness of sibling connections, and the 
flexibility of all biological instincts. Sexual and maternal desires are natural, but, in some, even 
many, cases, not fulfillable. Sororal desires and relationships, even if they only emerge when 
future maternity is doubt, are equally natural and rooted in evolutionary drives. Privileging one 
instinct over the other should, therefore, be seen as a deliberate choice, rather than an 
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